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Research Summary 

I began research on Laura Vicufia through internet search engines like Yahoo and 
Google leading me to various websites dedicated to Laura in some shape or form. I found 
a number of websites specifically related to Laura and her life. The website “Laura 
Vicufia: A Girl ‘Confessor of the Faith’” (http://lauravicuna.free.fr/) is a comprehensive 
hagiography in French and in Spanish based on a previous published work by Monsignor 
R. F. Bacarreza, a Salesian priest situated in Chile. Unfortunately no publication 
information was available from the website and searches turned up nothing for this 
published work. The website dedicated to her in Chile (http://www.lauravicuna.cl/) and 
managed by Salesian Ssiters, the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, was more 
promising. Completely in Spanish, it contains, among other things, historical photos and 
documents, including her birth and baptismal certificates; the earliest known hagiography 
written in 1911 by Father Augusto Crestanello, her confessor and confidant; pedagogical 
material for children including a spiritual itinerary and a theological reflection on the life 
of Laura; and a fifty-two page novena dedicated to her. There are also various other 
pedagogical materials dedicated to children’s education via Laura. Except for 
Cretanello’s hagiography which was transferred textually to a Microsoft Word document, 
most of this material was created quite recently (2003-2004) and is easily downloadable. 


As well, a recent Spanish website (http://www.ceslaura.com.ar/) created for the Salesian 


Spiritual Center named after her in Junin de los Andes, Argentina, the location of her 
“martyrdom” and of various sanctuaries dedicated to her, contains some information and, 


most importantly, images of her iconography. 


These websites led me to other websites where Laura was mentioned or venerated 
in some way. These included the websites for the three main provinces of the Salesian 
Order and Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in Argentina: Saint Francis of Sales in 
Buenos Aires, Saint Francis Xavier in Bahia Blanca, and Our Lady of the Rosary in 
Cordoba. As well, I was able to locate websites for the Province of Saint Gabriel 
Archangel in Santiago, Chile. A list of these websites can be found at the end of this 
report after the annotated bibliography. The most notable of these websites are the ones 
for her sanctuaries in Junin de los Andes and in Renca, Chile. The one in Argentina 
(http://www.viachristi.com.ar/) is dedicated to the Via Christi, interactive Stations of 
Jesus’ life with stone relieves that include scenes from Laura’s life, and the Sanctuary of 
Our Lady of Snows and Laura Vicufia, the main church in Junin de los Andes dedicated 
to Laura that blends Catholic church architecture with native Mapuche (the indigenous 
inhabitants of Argentina and Chile) cosmological symbolism. The one in Renca 
(http://www.cormuren.cl/renca/santuariodelauritavicuna.htm) called the Laura Vicufia 
Natural Sanctuary is more modest but has a breathtaking view of the Andes from the 
Chilean side. In both these websites I was able to get an idea of the various elements of 
Laura’s iconography as well as her relationship to the countries in question. 

I made a second internet search this time for hagiographical and pedagogical 
material. A search through the World Catalogue’ library database 
(http://www.worldcat.org/), a database that joins a number of library databases 
throughout the world, revealed various hagiographies which I organized in chronological 
order beginning with Father Crestanello’s 1911 work and ending with more recent works 


from the 1990s. All these are mentioned in the annotated bibliography. Many of these 


titles are located mostly in libraries of Catholic universities and Seminary schools; some 
in public libraries. Most of the early hagiographies starting with Crestanello in 1911 up to 
the 1950s can be found in print in the National Library of Chile, while later ones are 
available in the United States. My original intention was to obtain some of these through 
interlibrary loans, but I was able to locate various hagiographies without the need for 
loans. 

The first hagiography I was able to locate, other than Cretanello’s, is a recent one 
by a Salesian Father named Eliécer Salesman titled Laura Vicufia: The Daughter Who 
Offered Her Life to Save Her Mother (My Translation) published in 1992 in Bogota, 
Colombia. I was able to locate it through my contacts at a Catholic bookstore in Ponce, 
Puerto Rico, the Libreria Catélica Corazén de Maria or Heart of Mary Catholic 
Bookstore at the Ponce Mall. I obtained other hagiographies as well as pedagogical 
material from the Laura Vicufia Center at 8555 Joliot-Curie Avenue in Montreal, Quebec. 
The Laura Vicufia Center is home to the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in 
Quebec, the Notre-Dame-du-Cap Province. I spoke to Sister Réjeanne Asselin, animator 
of the center, and asked her questions regarding the Salesians in Canada, Laura Vicuifia, 
and Saint John Bosco. She explained to me that the Salesian presence in Canada was 
small compared to Argentina or Chile and that in Montreal the Order works primarily 
with the Italian community present in the city. She cleared up a number of questions I 
had about Laura’s iconography. I took pictures of the statue of Laura located at the 
entrance to their center as well as pictures of their chapel that included iconography of 


Mary Help of Christians, Saint Joseph, and Our Lady of the Cape (Notre-Dame-du-Cap). 


Also, she explained to me the work of Saint John Bosco in founding the Salesians of Don 
Bosco in 1859 for the education and evangelization of young boys. 
The titles I was able to obtain from Sister Rejéanne include: two French 


pedagogical works, Le message de Laura Vicufia aux jeunes d’hier, d’ajourd’hui et de 


demain by Maria Luisa Becalossi and Moi ou aucun autre: En route avec Laura Vicufia 


by Luciana D’Auria; one hagiography in English, For Love of My Mother: Laura Carmen 


Vicufia by M. Domenica Grassiano; a booklet in French, Laura en route avec toi based on 
a work by Luigi (Luis) Castano in Italian published in 1983; a pamphlet in English, Laura 
Vicufia: The God Seeker; and comic book in French on Laura’s life, Laura et son secret 
by Italian comic book illustrator Giorgio Trevisan. After reading some of these titles, I 
decided to go online and track their publisher Elledici for a better understanding of the 
publication history. The “Editrice Elledici” (http://www.elledici.org/) is a Salesian 
publisher/bookstore chain based in Italy that sells educational material for Catholic 
children that study under the Salesian educational system. 

As well, after reading the spiritual itinerary and theological reflection obtained 
from the Chilean website dedicated to Laura, I came across the works of Catholic 
pedagogue and Salesian Sister Maria Dosio. She is a faculty member of the Pontificia 
Facolta di Scienze dell’Educazione “Auxilium” (Pontifical Faculty of Education Sciences 
“Auxilium”), a Catholic educational institution in Rome specializing in pedagogy and 
catechesis for children and adolescents run by the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help 
of Christians and affiliated with other Salesian educational institutions in Italy like the 
Pontifical Salesian University. The website of the Faculty (http://www.pfse- 


auxilium.org/) includes a comprehensive list of her articles specifically for the Journal of 


the Faculty (Rivista de Scienze dell’Educazione) as well as other Catholic publications. 
Most of her work centers on Laura, including an article where she makes comparisons of 
her life with that of Saint Maria Goretti. Unfortunately most of her work is in Italian and 
the Journal can only be obtained through the Faculty. Although I can read Italian to a 
certain extent, was able to translate the titles of her work for the annotated bibliography, 
and the abstracts of the articles are available in English; it is still difficult to obtain them 
because of language barriers and the exclusivity of the articles. However, her articles are 
quoted in Spanish in part in the documents I was able to obtain from the Chilean website 
on Laura. 

As for Maria Goretti herself, I decided to look into articles about the saint that 
specifically dealt with the social impact of her canonization. The two articles that I found 
were feminist critiques of the narrative of her martyrdom. The first, written by Kathleen 
Z. Young, critiques the narrative as institutionalizing violence by defining women as 
sexualized beings and potential rape victims. She suggests that the Maria Goretti 
narrative is a form of spiritual and sexual terrorism that insists in a woman’s fault for the 
sexual transgressions committed by a man against her will during rape. The ultimate goal 
of this terrorism is to reinforce patriarchal control over a woman’s body and sexuality. 
The second, written by Corey Rayburn, is a law clerk’s feminist perspective on the 
history of the death penalty as punishment for rape in American law, its decline, and 
recent calls to revive such punishment for rape offenders. Rayburn insists that the 
narrative of Maria Goretti, at least for Catholics, sends the message to young women that 
death is better than rape and such a message pressures rape survivors into shame and 


marginalization. In turn, this shame added to patriarchal notions of “honor loss” for 


women victims of rape have influenced rape law by making death of the perpetrator 
reasonable punishment. Since both the lives of Maria Goretti and Laura Vicufia are 
similar in that they both faced sexual assault, albeit with different outcomes; I decided 
that these two articles should inform my analysis of the narrative contrasting Laura to her 
attacker, her guardian Manuel Mora, and the narrative contrasting her to her mother, who 
is often portrayed as less virtuous than her daughter. 

During my Christmas visit to Puerto Rico, I decided to visit Catholic bookstores 
to see if I could obtain more hagiographies in Spanish on Laura. My browsing through 
various Salesian materials in these bookstores led me to obtain additional information. I 
was able to locate a recent edition of Father Eliécer Salesman’s hagiography containing 
illustrations from Giorgio Trevisan’s comic book at the Anawin Catholic Bookstore in 
Ponce, Puerto Rico. I was also able to obtain Salesian books on Dominic Savio, Maria 
Goretti for comparison at the same bookstore. At the Pauline Catholic Bookstore in San 
Juan I was able to locate a recent hagiography on Laura published in Spain based on a 
work from one her official hagiographers during the late 1950s, Luigi Castano. This 
hagiography contains a concise, though not necessarily comprehensive, but still important 
bibliography of works written on Laura, as well as history on the major players in her 
canonization hearings in Argentina. This bibliography filled in the major information gap 
that I had between Laura’s original hagiography by Father Crestanello and those 
hagiographies published in the 1980s. However, I was unable to obtain these 
hagiographies physically because many of them were only published in Italy, Argentina, 
or Chile; and were never translated for foreign publishing. Some of them were never 


published at all and are only obtainable through Salesian archives in those same 


countries. Others simply became out of print if they were ever published outside those 
countries. Also, very few of the hagiographies from this period are available in library 
catalogs in North America. 

All the pedagogical and hagiographical materials mentioned in this summary, are 
given in an annotated bibliography at the end of this report. Translation information is 
given where applicable. Those publications that I was unable to obtain physically, but 
was able to obtain via bibliographical references are in a separate bibliography. 
Additional sources used in this report but not directly related to Laura are in their own 
separate bibliography as well. All websites respective to materials obtained and to 
additional information are given in an annotated internet site list. 

Laura Vicufia’s Life & Canonization 

Blessed Laura Vicufia belongs to a long line of saints, blessed, venerables, and 
servants of God in the Society of Saint Francis of Sales, known commonly as the 
“‘Salesians”. Saint John Bosco (August 16, 1815 — January 31, 1888), known popularly as 
“Don Bosco”, was the founder of the order which he established in 1857 in Turin, Italy to 
care for young boys and educate them on the Catholic faith. He placed the order under 
the protection of Saint Francis of Sales (August 21, 1567 — December 28, 1622), the 
bishop of Geneva, Switzerland known to have converted Protestants back to Catholicism 
and known for his writings on spiritual direction. Don Bosco was canonized by Pope Pius 
XI in 1934. Saint Mary Mazzarello (May 9, 1837 — May 14, 1881), an Italian nun, was 
the cofounder with Don Boco of the Salesian Sisters, the Daughters of Mary Help of 
Christians or Mary “Auxiliatrix” which would become the parallel educational institution 


for young girls. She was canonized by Pope Pius XII in 1951. Dominic Savio (April 2, 


1842 — March 9, 1857) was the most famous student of Don Bosco who died at the age of 
fourteen and was canonized as saint in 1954 by Pope Pius XII for having lived an 
exemplary holy life. He would become the youngest non-martyr to be canonized by the 
Catholic Church. 

Three blessed persons that are part of the family would come to represent the 
Salesians’ missionary work in South America which Don Bosco began in 1875. The 
Salesian missions to South America would be most successful at the southernmost part of 
the continent, including: the Pampas plains and Patagonian desert regions of Argentina, 
the Andes Mountains which form a natural boundary between Chile and Argentina, as 
well as the Tierra del Fuego region of Chile. All these three blessed persons lived out 
their lives in Argentina at the turn of the twentieth century. This period is crucial in the 
formation of the Argentinean Republic. It is the period of Creole expansion from the 
northeastern capital of Buenos Aires into the Pampas and Patagonia regions which placed 
settlers in conflict with native Mapuche aborigines forcing the central government in 
Buenos Aires to push the natives further south. This was an era paralleling that of United 
States westward expansion, the era of the gaucho a romanticized figure of Argentinean 
literature similar to the American cowboy. Often a ranch owner in the middle of 
Argentina’s “frontier” he was often portrayed as an outlaw and a rogue, a characterization 
that will become crucial when talking about Laura’s abusive stepfather Manuel Mora. 

In the middle of this frontier environment were the Salesian missionaries who 
have been so intimately tied to the history of Argentina since this period that there are to 
this date five Salesian provinces in Argentina and numerous Salesian schools and 


universities spread out throughout the country. At the turn of the twentieth century their 
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missionary work involved the education of children of both Creole settlers and 
indigenous people. Laura Vicufia herself was part of this early educational system as a 
pupil of a school run by the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in Junin de los Andes, 
an Argentinean frontier town at the foot of the Andes. Born in Chile, Laura represents the 
influx of the immigrants from neighboring countries who considered Argentina an 
economic opportunity. The second blessed person in the family Artimedes Zatti (October 
12, 1880 — March 15, 1951), an Italian immigrant to Argentina, represents the influx of 
European settlers. Originally intending to become a Salesian priest, Zatti contracted 
tuberculosis stopping his sacerdotal vocation short. He became a lay coadjutor that took 
care of. ill persons in the Argentinean hospital system. He was beatified for work with the 
sick by Pope John Paul II in 2002. The last family member, the Blessed Ceferino 
Namuncura (August 26, 1886 — May 11, 1905), a son of the famous Mapuche chief 
Manuel Namuncuré, represents the history of Salesian missionary work to the native 
people of the region. His father was forced to stand down against Creole expansion into 
the area, subjugating the will of the Mapuche people to the Argentinean State. Also 
intending to become a priest and to “help his people” from the poverty and despair after 
Creole conquest of the region, Ceferino’s life was cut short by tuberculosis but not before 
visiting Rome to see Pope Pius X. He was beatified November 2007 by declaration of 
Pope Benedict XVI in his home town of Chimpay. 

Laura del Carmen Vicufia Pino was born on April 5", 1891 to Mercedes Pino and 
José Domingo Vicufia in Santiago, Chile. Her father was an officer in the Chilean army 
and belonged to a wealthy aristocratic family that supposedly had ties to then President 


José Emanuel Balmaceda. On the other hand, Mercedes was the seamstress daughter of 
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poor farm workers. Some hagiographers speculate that Vicufia’s family was not pleased 
with his choice of marrying a woman of lower social status and may have distanced 
themselves from him and his new family. Because of this Laura was baptized quietly in 
Saint Anne’s parish church in Santiago on May 24. 

At the time Chile was going through major changes in government. Civil war 
broke out against President Balmaceda, even though he tried to name a Vicufia as 
candidate for presidency to prevent it. This event forced José Vicufia to move with his 
wife to the southern town of Temuco circa 1893. Some speculate he did this because he, 
as a Vicufia, was signaled out for possible assassination. Others believe that as a soldier 
he was stationed in Temuco to fight against the forces in the navy that had committed 
mutiny during the war. During the stay in Temuco, Laura’s little sister Julia Amanda was 
born. As well, the insurrectionist faction of the civil war won and its leader Jorge Montt 
became president. Jose Domingo Vicufia died of pneumonia that same year, leaving his 
wife and two daughters to fend for themselves. 

Mercedes tried to make ends meet in Temuco by opening a haberdashery store 
with money she obtained from dressmaking. But one night in 1899 thieves robbed her 
store and she made the resolution to cross the Andes via merchant caravans to the 
province of Neuquén in Argentinean territory. There she would have a better life as 
Argentina was expanding its territory and giving lands to settlers. Before embarking on 
her trip though she met Father Dominic Milanesio, the Salesian missionary priest who 
had baptized Ceferino Namuncura a decade before, and two Salesian Sisters: Sr. Angela 
Piai, an Italian, and Sr. Rosa Azocar, a local Chilean. They were headed to Junin de los 


Andes where they had a college for young children. However, Mercedes headed in the 
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opposite direction settling in various towns and villages of the Neuquén province like 
Norquin and Las Lajas, until eventually settling close to Junin. 

At the time, Junin de los Andes was a poor border town of wooden dwellings with 
zinc roofing, narrow doors, low windows, and rudimentary furniture. The town is located 
at the foot of the Andes Mountains close to the river Chimehuin and the Lanin volcano, 
placing right in the middle of the Argentinean frontier. Originally the area was the 
meeting place for native Mapuche communities, since the volcano was considered the 
sacred dueling place of their high-god Nguechen associated with the God of Christianity. 
There Salesian Monsignor John Cagliero, the Apostolic Vicar of Patagonia from 1888 to 
1907 and main collaborator with the Salesian missions in Argentina, planned to make 
Junin a center of Christian learning for both boys and girls. He instructed Father 
Milanesio to open two colleges for each. The girls’ school would be managed by the 
sisters with Sr. Piai as Mother Superior. Mercedes herself had gone to Junin de los Andes 
seeking a good education for her two daughters. She had settled some kilometers away at 
Quilquihué ranch, owned by a wealthy gaucho named Manuel Mora who promised to pay 
for the girls’ education. Yet Mora had a reputation for being an abusive womanizer, 
having supposedly branded one of his former lovers with a hot cattle iron. Despite this, 
Mercedes Pino stayed in Quilquihué for the sake of her two daughters and enrolled them 
in the school in 1900. 

Laura’s hagiographies have always portrayed her as a virtuous, obedient, peaceful 
and humble student who was eager to learn more about Christian teaching and showed a 
maturity not typical for her age. She was eager to confess her sins and receive her First 


Holy Communion. She led a life of imitating Jesus through penance and mortification, 


even calling herself the “Little Crazy Girl for Jesus”. She had an intense veneration 


towards the Virgin Mary, offering her more roses than usual in her month, becoming a 


Daughter of Mary Immaculate along with the other schoolgirls, and obtaining the blue 


necks. She also was a model student and did well in her studies. According to 
hagiographers, Laura never had quarrels with her peers, even if they were jealous of her 
or if they thought she was strange. Regardless, she managed to have a friend named 
Mercedes Vera who she confided in and managed to befriend many of the Salesian 
priests and nuns. To her the school was, as most of her hagiographers put it, “paradise”. 
But to her the ranch at Quilquihué was not paradise every time she had to return 
there for vacation due to Manuel Mora’s abusive and violent behavior. As she got older, 
Mora supposedly began to make sexual advances towards her, offering once to make her 
“the Queen of Quilquihué” and even asking her to dance during a party at his ranch. 
Laura often refused these advances and Mora would often focus his rage on her mother. 
At one point, circa 1902, Mora refused to pay for Laura and Julia’s education. The nuns 


at the school accepted Laura and her sister free of charge if she promised to do menial 


work as replacement for payment. Laura became concemed with the state of her mother’s 


That same year, after a flood where she had to help the nuns evacuate the girls from the 


school, she became increasingly ill due possibly to tuberculosis. Laura had been a sickly 
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and frail child, but this was worse. When she returned to the ranch, her mother decided to 
take her back to Junin to a small house so she could be close to the Sisters. Mora did not 
like this and at one point stormed into the house where they were staying demanding that 


they return. Laura refused to go back to the ranch, preferring to leave the house for her 


school. Supposedly Mora beat her causing her to get even sicker. By January of 1904 she 


She asked Mercedes to leave Manuel Mora for good and to convert fully to Christ. 


Mercedes promised to do so and that same year she fled Quilquihué with Julia to Junin. 
The inhabitants of the town helped her to find a new home and a new life. In November 
of 1906, at only twelve years of age, Laura’s sister Julia married a young man named 
Orazio Jones. Mercedes had wanted her to marry early so she would not repeat the same 
mistakes that her mother made. As for Mora, he supposedly lost a horse racing bet and 
was stabbed to death during a fight with one of the gamblers. 

The hearings for Laura’s cause for canonization began in Argentina around 1955, 
some time after both Maria Goretti and Dominic Savio, Maria before him, had been 
declared saints. But she would not be considered for canonization by Vatican authorities 


until the early 1980s. She was made venerable in 1986 and beatified in 1988 by Pope 


John Paul II. § s beer idered the | ble | of orphans, victims of incest and 
‘sexual abuse for some time now since her beatification. The miracle attributed to Laura 
that would make her eligible for beatification involved a Salesian nun from Santiago, 
Chile named Sister Ophelia Lobos Arellano who in 1947 began to have symptoms of 


pulmonary suppuration and lung malfunction. In 1955 she was subjected to surgery to 
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remove parts of her right lung and therapeutic respiratory treatment. She had difficulty 
breathing and by 1957 she required the use of oxygen. Her doctors predicted that she 
would die the following year. One day she asked for Laura’s intervention in her healing 
and she woke up the next day completely healed. She claimed that her right lung had 
completely regenerated and that there are x-rays that prove it. Sister Ophelia is apparently 
still living and teaches at the Mary Help of Christians Lyceum of the Andes. 
Hagiography 

The Society of Saint Francis of Sales was founded by Saint John Bosco (1815- 
1888) in the 1850s with the premise of educating boys and young men on the virtues of a 
pious Catholic life, especially boys and young men that lived in adverse social conditions 
during the Industrial Revolution in Turin, Italy (i.e. orphans, street urchins, sons of poor 
urban workers, etc.). Priests of this order have dedicated their lives to pedagogy and 
active participation in the lives of male youth by following Bosco’s “preventive system” 
of education that is based on support rather than punishment. Often the ultimate goal of 
the order is for those educated in the system to enter the priesthood; and this has been a 
regular feature of the Salesian system since its inception. In the early 1870s Bosco co- 
founded with Saint Mary Mazarello the Salesian Sisters known as the Daughters of Mary 
Help of Christians, the female branch of the order. Like its male counterpart, nuns in the 
order have dedicated their lives to the education of girls and young women, often 
encouraging them to take up vows as nuns themselves. 

Because of the order’s emphasis on proper Catholic education, Salesian priests 
and nuns have held children who exemplify a virtuous Christian life in high esteem. 


Therefore members of the order have had a tradition of recording the lives of young 


pupils in the Salesian educational system who dedicated their lives to imitating Christ and 


the Virgin Mary. Among the many traits of these children were virtues like obedience, 
humility, and, most importantly, sexual purity. Saint John Bosco began this tradition by 


writing his personal memoirs on the lives of young boys who had come to his “Oratory” 
in Turin for a Catholic education. Three of these memoirs became to be known famously 
as the “three exemplary lives of Don Bosco”. These included the life of Dominic Savio 
himself (1842-1857), the life of a ecaemniiaadamael 
1864), and that of 


trade his street life for that of a pious Catholic. 


All three boys led brief but pious religious lives cut short by illness, causing them 
to die when they were barely adolescents. Although these boys cannot be officially called 
“martyrs” because they were not killed for their faith, their resignation towards their 
suffering in the imitation of Christ combined with their saintly virtues created models for 
young Catholic boys that the Salesians have incorporated into their pedagogical 
materials. In fact Bosco’s audiences in his memoirs of these three boys were other young 
Catholic boys studying under the Salesian system. To this day Salesian publishing houses 
regularly publish up-to-date hagiographies of Savio, Besucco, and Magone for Catholic 
educators, parents, and children themselves. 

Laura Vicufia’s first hagiographer, Father Augusto Crestanello, followed this 
tradition begun by Don Bosco by writing a memoir of his own in Spanish entitled Life of 


Laura Vicufia: Student of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians and Daughter of 


Mary Immaculate. It was written and published in Santiago, Chile in 1911, seven years 


after Laura’s death. Crestanello was Laura’s personal confessor and, like the Sisters in 
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Laura’s school, he knew about the problems that Laura faced at her home in Quilquihue 
and about Manuel Mora’s reputation for being abusive towards women. But he, unlike 
others, also knew about her resolve to offer her life for the sake of her mother. 
Crestanello wrote his memoirs making sure to focus on Laura as an obedient and diligent 


Catholic school girl whose spiritual maturity went far beyond that of her peers. He also 


However, Crestanello excludes the narratives of her mother, Mercedes Pino, 


living with Manuel Mora, of Mora’s sexual advances toward Laura, and of the abuse that 
her mother received when she resisted those advances. He only hints about Laura’s 
problems at Mora’s ranch indirectly by indicating that Laura preferred to stay at the Mary 
Help of Christians’ school rather than leave home for the holidays. According to 
Crestanello, for Laura returning home was a personal hell. He does not mention Mora or 
Laura’s mother at all by name in any part of his memoir. Laura’s mother only becomes 
part of the narrative at the end as Crestanello describes the death bed scene where Laura 
reveals to her mother the reason for why she is dying. Later hagiographers indicate that 
the reason why Crestanello did not reveal the details of Laura’s abusive home 
environment was because Laura’s mother was still living at the time he wrote his 
memoirs. 

In the late 1920s, during Mercedes Pino’s final years of life, a more detailed 


hagiography appeared first in Italy, then in Chile and Argentina. It was titled in Italian 
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Rosebud _or Laura Vicufia: Select Flower of the Andean Salesian Mission and was 
originally published anonymously in Turin in 1926. A year later it would be republished 
in Spanish in Chile and Argentina under the collective authorship of the Institute of Mary 
Help of Christians. Its second revised and expanded edition would be published in 1953 
under pseudonym by a Salesian Sister named Magdalena Moretti who is presumed to be 
the original Turin author of 1926. The 1953 publication would be a couple years before 
Laura’s case for canonization would be heard in Viedma, seat of the diocese whose 
jurisdiction the town of Junin de los Andes was under. 

This hagiography was mostly based on the information collected by Mother Clelia 
Genghini, General Adviser and Secretary of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help 
of Christians in Turin. It was Genghini who spearheaded the campaign to place Laura 
through the process of canonization by collecting as much information as possible on her 
life. Prior to becoming General Secretary, she traveled to Chile and Argentina collecting 
archival documents; interviewing Laura’ family and friends; and speaking to the Salesian 
educators in the Patagonia region. Once she became General Secretary she used her 
position in the Salesian order to push Laura’s case. For thirty years she worked on this, 
culminating in Laura’s hearings in Viedma and Turin from 1955-1957. However, she 


died before the hearings were completed. Genghini did manage to write a series of 
memoirs in Italian titled: The Angel of Neuquén or Laura Vicufia: Pupil of the School of 
Mary Help of Christians in Junin de los Andes (Argentina) 1901-1904. This hagiography 


was never published but was typewritten and placed in the Salesian General Archives in 


Turin. 


Although a number of hagiographies were published throughout the 1950s that 
were either a direct or indirect product of the events surrounding the hearings in Viedma, 
one hagiographer stood out above the rest: Luigi Castano. Though there is very little 
information about him other than he was probably a Salesian priest, but his hagiography 
Laura Vicufia, the Heroic Daughter of Mary of the Patagonian Andes, published in 1958 
and originally in Italian, was part of the hearings and is included in the official Vatican 
file of Laura’s case for sainthood. He published a hagiography similar to this is one again 
in Italian in 1959 titled Laura: The Girl of the Patagonian Andes. I was able to obtain a 
currently updated and augmented Spanish version of this hagiography. 

This hagiography, hagiographies published around the same time, and some 
hagiographies since then have been more detailed in their narration by including the 
testimonies of various witnesses at the hearings. These witnesses include almost everyone 
or anyone who knew Laura who was still alive in the 1950s: priests and nuns who taught 
at the Salesian school that Laura attended, Laura’s fellow classmates, local townsfolk, 
personal acquaintances, and even Laura’s sister Julia Amanda. Because of these details 
provided by many witnesses certain narratives become more explicit: Mora’s interests in 
Laura, his attacks and abuse, Mercedes Pino’s cohabitation with Mora, her unmarried and 
fallen state, etc. However, these narratives were not the focus of the hagiographies 
published at this time. Rather their goal was to compile as much “factual” information as 
possible on Laura’s life to push her cause for sainthood. More focus was placed on 
Laura’s narrative of suffering, agony, and sacrifice; as well as the miracles attributed to 


her after her death. 
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The case for Laura’s canonization would not be taken up by the Vatican until 
1982 during the reign of Pope John Paul II. Subsequently he would declare her venerable 
in 1986 and blessed in 1988. Most of the hagiographies I was able to obtain come from 
this decade. These do not only bear more focus on the sexual narratives involving Laura, 
Manuel Mora, and Mercedes Pino, but also are geared towards child audiences. For 
example, Giorgio Trevisan’s comic was officially ‘aiblished in 1982 and it is very much 
an attempt to use the format of comic books, popular with children and teenagers, as a 
strategy to make Laura’s life more appealing to audiences of this age-range. As well, 


D’Auria’s Moi ou aucun autre is a spiritual guide for young girls that gives them advice 


on issues that they face including sexual matters. It seems that after Laura’s beatification | 


for which she was beatified. The narrative of her mother’s fallen state by cohabitating 


with a man she did not marry has also come to the foreground recently in advocacy for 


traditional Catholic views on sex outside of marriage. The very fact that Laura saved her 
mother from this fate via sacrifice is used to reinforce these views, even though some 
might just see Laura’s story simply as that of a daughter saving her mother’s life from 
domestic abuse. 
Iconography 

Laura is often portrayed as a young chestnut-haired and dark-eyed South 
American Salesian schoolgirl wearing the standard uniform for the Daughters of Mary, 


Help of Christians common at the turn of the twentieth century. The depiction is based on 
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her portrait drawn by the Italian painter Mario Caffaro Rore under commission of the 
Salesian Sisters (See Figure 1), since there were no photographs taken of her as a young 
girl. Her uniform consists of a white blouse, a white short skirt up to the knees, and white 
shoes. Because Laura was consecrated as a Daughter of Mary Immaculate, she wears a 
blue sash with a medal around her neck and sometimes a blue sash around her waist. In 
her right hand she usually carries a bouquet of many-colored roses or, in some depictions, 
one single pink rose as offering to Mary during her month reflecting her intense 
veneration to the Virgin as portrayed in her hagiographies. Therefore, one could say that 


ough indirect reference. 


Yet there are variations to this theme in both drawing and sculpture. In some 
pictorial depictions white lilies are present. I have observed three, though rare, depictions 
where one or more white lilies are present in or around Laura’s environment. In one she 
carries a single rose standing in a field of white lilies (See Figure 2), in another white 
crown the bouquet of roses she carries (See Figure 3), and in another still a white lily is 
growing by the area where she stands (See Figure 4).The white lily represents purity and 
chastity and is also part of Marian iconography, shown mostly in depictions of the 
Annunciation. The combination of white lilies, pink roses, white dress, and blue sashes 
make her almost like a school-girl version of the Virgin Mary which is a comparison that 
has been made by theologians as the narrative section will further elucidate. However, 
most of these portrayals date to the 1950s and were, presumably, the cover illustrations of 
the hagiographies published at that time. This was in and around the period when the 
hearings in the Argentinean city of Viedma, whose diocese the town of Junin de los 


Andes was under, began. These hearings propelled Laura’s cause for canonization which 


22 


would be officially taken up by Vatican authorities in the 1980s. It seems that the 
addition of white lilies as a motif promoted the notion of chastity necessary to move the 
cause forward. As well, it should be noted that you will hardly see white lilies present in 


more contemporary drawings or in popular processional iconography. 


Figure 1. Laura's portrait by Italian painter Mario Caffaro-Rore. 
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«LAURA VICUNA: un bocciolo di rosa, ma con molte spine 
acute e dolorose...» 


Card. CARLO D. MINORETTI 


Figure 2. Laura in a field of white lilies. Quote by Cardinal Carlo D. Minoretti: “Laura Vicufia: A 
rosebud, but with many sharp and painful thorns...” 
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Illustrations of Laura dating from the 1980s onward have been drawn in contexts 
geared specifically to children and adolescents, some even taking advantage of the 
popular pastimes that children and young adolescents find entertaining. Two artists 
represent this modern trend: comic book illustrator Giorgio Trevisan and illustrator Nino 
Musio, both Italian. Giorgio Trevisan was born in Bolzano, Italy in 1934 and has been a 
prolific comic book illustrator for various art studios in Europe. In the 1970s he began to 
illustrate comics depicting the lives of famous Catholics. In the 1980s he illustrated a 
comic book depicting the life of Laura Vicuiia titled Laura and Her Secret: Laura Vicufia, 
Student of the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians of Junin de los Andes -Argentina. 
Laura’s life at Junin and Quilquihué is depicted in detail in this comic book. The events 
illustrated begin with Laura’s enrollment in the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians 
School and ends with her deathbed scene where she reveals her “secret” to her mother, 
that she has given her life for her mother’s behalf, and her mother’s subsequent 
conversion. 

Other scenes of her life include her realization that her mother’s cohabitation with 
Manuel Mora is sinful, examples of her virtuous interactions with other girls at the 
school, her First Communion, her consecration as a Daughter of Mary, the two known — 


ura, Mora’s abusive behavior towards 


her mother, Laura’s intentions to become a nun that were denied because of her mother’s 
conduct, and the flooding of her school that caused her sickness in the first place. Many 
of these scenes are based on the various hagiographies written about her life; however, in 
this case they are presented in visual form making them strategically accessible to 


younger audiences who might find written hagiographies less enjoyable to read. 
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Trevisan’s illustrations of these scenes have become part of the hagiographical tradition, 


appearing in later hagiographies published from the 1990s onward. Laura’s portrayal in 


his illustrations is particularly interesting because they depict Laura both as an innocent 


Figure 3. Black and white illustration of Laura with white lilies crowning her bouquet of roses. 
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SIERVA BE Bas 
LAURA VIEEURNA 


WAZILA OM SORCTAGD Gt GRILG da 6 Iv tah; FALLECIDS LL va ft ioe 
Wk JURY Bd £os aeOe Ss fad et atime] OH CONTE PEG OE SastloeS 


Figure 4. Black and white illustration of Laura with a white lily beside her, c. 1956. 
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For example the cover illustration of the comic book (See Figure 5) shows Laura 
in the foreground on the right side in a pink dress holding a bouquet of flowers 
(presumably roses and lilies). In the background is a sunny vista of Quilquihué ranch 
with Andean landmarks of mountains and fields. Immediately behind her is the gaucho 
Manuel Mora riding a horse “cowboy” style and looking at Laura in a gaze suggestive of 
desire and almost predatory. Her girlish playful look, attire, and accessories enhance her 
seeming innocence. This gives the viewer the impression that the cover illustration is 
more concerned with the narrative of Mora’s sexual intentions and her innocence in the 
face of that. Even the title “Laura and Her Secret” placed beside this scene seems to 
suggest that the “secret” in question is not Laura’s handing of her soul to God for the 
sake of her mother, but something else entirely. However, as one turns the pages of the 
material inside of the comic book one starts to see a very mature and resolute young 
teenage girl that almost has the air of a young woman. She is portrayed with enough 
maturity, not just spiritual but physical as well, for Mora to take an interest in her (See 
Figure 6). 

The contrast between these two examples shows the ambiguity of age that exists 
in her iconography. Although Laura is not necessarily depicted as androgynous in the 
sense of male versus female attributes, her iconography does show a sort of ambivalence 
towards sexual development throughout puberty. In some cases she is depicted as too 
young and too innocent for sexual intercourse; in others she is depicted as mature not 
only to be the object of Mora’s desires, but also enough to have the qualities of 
motherhood in relation to other girls at her school and the understanding of what sex is in 


terms of intent and what it implies in terms of sin. This goes along with the narrative, 
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starting as early as her first hagiography, that she was a girl with exceptional maturity 
beyond her age. Both hagiographers and illustrators portray her as mature enough to be 
like a “mother” to the other girls, enough to understand theological/sexual concepts 
beyond her years, and enough to be desirable for sex while still stressing that she was an 
innocent young girl like a “dove” whose male guardian intended to “attack” her like a 
“bird of prey”. 

Another illustration by Giorgio Trevisan was done on commission, it is more 
iconographic in nature, and depicts themes of feminine youth according to the ideals of 
the Catholic Church. The illustration shows Laura wearing the typical white blouse, blue 
sash, and medal; but with a long red skirt, brown belt, and blue shoes. She is shown 
smiling in the center walking towards the viewer with open arms and hands leaving a trail 
of roses from each one and leading, in the direction of the viewer, girls from around the 
world that vary in ethnic origin (See Figure 7). There is a blue background and a bright 
aura surrounds her. On her right side is an African girl, while on the left side is a 
European girl shown talking to the rest of the girls. All the girls wear blue Marian sashes 
and medals around their necks. The ethnicities of these girls are shown in careful 
depiction including a Native American girl, an Asian girl, an Indian girl, etc. This picture 
is just not representative of the global Salesian mission, but also of Laura leading young 
girls towards sanctity. 

The illustrations by Musio are more for the purpose of iconographic 
representation. One illustration shows Laura holding, practically pointing to, her Marian 
sash and medal (See Figure 8). This act seem to be used for the purpose to remind young 


Catholic girls of their relationship to Mary and how, by wearing that medal, Laura 
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embodies the virtues of purity, virginity, and chastity that they should aspire to. In 
another illustration of Musio she is paired with Dominic Savio (See Figure 9). Dominic 
stands to the viewer’s right side, while Laura stands to viewer’s left side. Only their 
upper torsos are shown. Dominic is smiling straight at the viewer, while Laura laughs 
behind him. Dominic is depicted holding what seems to be a Bible (or a missal) and 
showing it at the viewer. Laura holds up her medal for the viewer to see. This picture is 
often shown in pedagogical contexts for children that explain the requirements for 
becoming a saint. The pairing of the two gives both young boys and young girls examples 
of sanctity. In this illustration Dominic embodies the aspiration towards priestly orders 
(represented by the book), which involve celibacy, while Laura represents the aspiration 


towards imitating the purity and virginity of Mary (as shown by her medal). 
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Figure 5. Cover illustration for Laura's hagiographical comic book "Laura and Her Secret" (French 
version, 1982) by Italian comics illustrator Giorgio Trevisan. 


31 


| 


C'EST VRAI‘? EN Si PEU 


VAIS COMME 
DE TEMPS 7 


TU AS GRAND! / 


. ms re eFUtte yy 
SNe 


ALA FERME DE QUIQUIIUE MANUEL MORA N'A PAS QUITE | 
DES YEUX DEPUIS LE PREMIER JOUR DE SON oe OE ere 4 NA PAS 


EPARGNE LES lal AED ue SA Be SEAUN 


ON DIRAIT DEJA UNE 
JEUNE FILLE. 


TU SAIS. MAMAN, ELLE 
EST DEVENUE "ENFANT 
DE MARIE*. 


VA CUEILLIR D'AUTRES FLEURS 
MERCEDES’ BEAUCOUP/ TU NE WOIS 
PAS QUE CELLES-CI NE SUFFISENT PAS 
POUR CE GRAND VASE 7 VAS-Y 
TO! AUSSI.AMANDA / 


MS, y JD. 
Te DESIRE. JE TE VEUX POUR MOl_JE 


JE 
TE FERAI DEVENIR 1A REINE DE 
QUILQUINUE’. : 


Figure 6. Scene in Trevisan's comic book showing Mora's interest in Laura. 
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In the form of statues, either colored or in monochrome white, Laura’s depictions 
follow the standard pattern: young girl in early twentieth century Salesian uniform with 
Marian blue sash and medal holding a bouquet of roses. However, her stance is that of 
walking toward the viewer usually left foot forward. Her left arm and hand are in a 
lowered position in an almost “dainty-like” manner. It seems almost to represent her 
walking towards the Virgin Mary, offering her the bouquet of roses. Most of the colored 
statues that I have seen of her in photos are used in ritual circumstances. I have been able 
to locate three: one in the Chapel of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in Bahia 
Blanca, Argentina on an altar standing over her remains found in a red wooden box; the 
processional one at the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Snows in Junin de los Andes (See 
Figure 10); and the one at the hermitage site at her Natural Sanctuary in Chile. The white 
marble statues are usually for demonstrative purposes as in the case of the one I found at 
the Laura Vicufia Center in Montreal (See Figure 11). Over the statue are the words 
“Voyez comme ils s’aiment” or “See how they love each other”. The statue is usually 
used to demonstrate that a house is a Salesian Sisters House or is somehow associated 
with the Salesians. 

One particularly interesting statue is the one of Laura and Our Lady of Snows at 
the Sanctuary in Junin de los Andes (See Figure 12). The Sanctuary was the original town 
church erected in the 1950s that has been going renovations since 2000. It was originally 
built in the neo-gothic style in a cruciform layout containing point vaulted arches without 
columns. The church has been renovated to include colors and designs representing 
native Mapuche culture. For example, the holy water receptacles are made of traditional 


red Mapuche pottery; the stained glass windows contains leaves of the pehuen plant, a 
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plant sacred to the Mapuche people; and the floor rosettes that mark the circular altars of 
the main presbytery and the chapel at the left side of the entrance hall contain a central 
sun and the kultrun, the circular four-sided Mapuche cosmogram representing the four 
cardinal points. This cosmogram is painted on drums played during traditional fertility 
dances known as Nguillatun that are performed by Mapuche shamans known as machi in 
honor of the high-god Nguechen. The Sanctuary is therefore a sacred space that 
hybridizes Roman Catholic and Mapuche cultures, taking into account that there are 
similarities between the high-god Nguechen and the God of Christianity. 

At the right side of the main entrance hall opposite the circular chapel is the statue 
in question. Recently a relic of Laura’s, a piece of her vertebrae, has been placed at the 
table in front of the statue. The statue is of Our Lady of Snows being embraced by little 
Laura. It is a simple white-colored statue where both the Virgin and Laura are standing 
on a semi-sphere. The Virgin is depicted in the form of a Mapuche woman with no veil, 
hair tied in a pony tail, and a poncho covering her body instead of a cloak. She stands 
with her arms open in reception with her head to the side and lowered to face Laura with 
a smile. Laura (of lower stature) embraces her eagerly and looks up at her in awe and 
happiness. The depiction is obviously of Laura’s connection and intense devotion to the 
Virgin Mary. However, the Virgin Mary in this sculpture is distinctly a Mapuche woman 
symbolizing a popular Native South American devotion to the Virgin that reinterprets her 


in native form as opposed to European. 
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Figure 7. Laura leading other Daughters of Mary Immaculate from around the world. Illustration 
also by Giorgio Trevisan. 
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Figure 8. Portrait of Laura pointing to her medal by Nino Musio. 
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Another interesting sculptural representation is a statue of Saint John Bosco 
flanked by Dominic Savio on his right side and Laura Vicufia on his left side (See Figure 
13). Don Bosco is depicted as the “Friend of Youth” in priestly garb looking left with his 
right hand on Savio’s right shoulder. His left arm and hand, which are over where Laura 
is standing, are held up in salutation to other children. Savio stands proud in his formal 
school uniform looking in the same direction as Bosco, his right hand holding a book by 
his waist and his left hand over his heart. Laura stands under under Bosco’s left arm in 
her school uniform looking up at Bosco almost in awe of him with her hands together as 
if with the intention for prayer over her lap. It should be noted that both Bosco and Savio 
lived and died way before Laura was ever born, meaning that this depiction is one of 
relating Laura to Bosco as part of his mission for children beyond his lifetime. It is in 
reality a possible depiction of where Laura is in the afterlife: at the left side of Bosco in 
awe of him. It represents a very traditional view of femininity in young girls, submissive, 
passive, and obedient. 

Events of Laura’s life have also been depicted in sculptural form. Some of her life 
scenes appear on relieves at the Via Christi Sanctuary located on the outskirts Junin de 
los Andes. The Via Christi which means “Way of Christ” contains a total of twenty-two 
stations depicting Argentinean Catholic themes. Among them are sixteen sculptural 
depictions in stone-like material of the life of Jesus taken from the Gospels. Interspersed 
between these sixteen depictions are sculptural relieves showing events in the Catholic 
history of Argentina. The sanctuary is imbued with various themes. On the one hand, you 
have the history of Mapuche mistreatment by Creole settlers in their native lands, 


represented by relieves depicting famous massacres and abuses in the history of native 
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Argentina. On the other, you have the predominant theme of the innocence of children 
and their place in God’s plan for salvation, as the sanctuary is a Salesian sanctuary. 
Interlaced with this theme of the innocence of childhood are calls against abortion and 
contraception; and calls for the propagation of the “pro-life” values of the Church. As 
well, certain events in the lives of the three Salesian blessed persons in the history of 
Argentina are depicted including Laura, Artimedes Zatti, and Ceferino Namuncura. There 
is even a relief of the Virgin of Guadalupe as the Lady of the Americas. All these themes 
unite to create a sense of Argentinean Catholic identity. 

There are three relieves dedicated to Laura at the sanctuary. One depicts Laura 
crossing the Andes to reach the Argentinean side with her mother Mercedes and her little 
sister Julia (See Figure 14). Laura’s mother is shown sitting on a rock to the right side of 
the viewer holding baby Julia in her right arm while placing her left arm around Laura’s 
shoulder who is sitting on the rock beside her. In the background is a rocky terrain 
leading up to the Andes. Trees dot the landscape. Immediately behind Mercedes are 
people on caravans placing goods into the carts. Mercedes is looking away from the 
viewer towards the mountains were the sun or moon is rising on the horizon. She is 
wearing a typical Andean dress similar to Andean natives. She wears a poncho, a head 
scarf, and a straw hat. Laura is also wearing a poncho. The scene depicts the hardships 


Laura and her mother had to go through to reach Junin and reach the Salesian missions. 
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Figure 9. Laura and Dominic Savio, illustration by Nino Musio. 


Figure 10. Color statue of Laura on a processional pick-up truck in Junin de los Andes, Argentina. 
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Figure 11. Close-up of white plaster statue of Laura. Salesian Sisters Center in Montreal, Quebec. 


40 


Another depicts Laura ill and about to die (See Figure 15). She lies on a bed in the 
form of a cross, covered in bed sheets. She looks emaciated and in pain. Her arms are in 
an open position almost imitative of the Passion. A large dove representing the Holy 
Spirit hovers over her radiating rays of light over her body. The depiction is an obvious 
comparison of Laura’s sacrifice to Jesus’ own sacrifice. But the most shocking is the 
relief that supposedly depicts Manuel Mora branding Laura’s mother with a hot cattle 
iron. In this depiction we see Mora pinning Mercedes Pino with his right foot on her 
back, grabbing her by the hair while she tries to get away in pain and agony. His left arm 
is shown ready either to hit her, whip her, or brand her (See Figure 16).. It is difficult to 
tell because, even though the title of the piece is “Mora Marking Laura’s Mother with 
Fire”, the sculpture shows no visible depiction of a branding iron or a whip. This 
ambiguity as to what actually did Mora do to Laura’s mother is also present in 
hagiographies; however the notion of “branding” seems to be the most popular. Laura, 
who is crying, grabs his right arm trying to prevent him from hitting her mother while 
people in the background (who seem to be party guests as this event occurred when Laura 
rejected Mora’s proposition to dance during a party at his ranch) look at Mora’s actions 
in fear. 

The popularity of the “fire-branding” legend is sexually.suggestive and combines 
notions of sex with violence. Although the sculpture was made as a critique of violence 
towards women, there is the issue of how the Catholic Church approaches this critique 
particularly in Latin America. The Catholic Church is against violence against women 
while still keeping traditional views of women and their sexuality. The association of sex 


with violence reinforces the Catholic teaching of the immoral sin associated with sex out 
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of wedlock. One must keep in mind that often in the narrative regarding Laura’s mother it 
is she who is at fault for having moved in with Mora and, by extension, having exposed 
Laura to an abusive environment. I will explore this further in the narrative section, but 
the point here is to show that the scene from the sculpture contributes to this particular 
narrative by equating extra-marital sex with violence. 

However, there is a difference between the narrative of the sculpture and the 
typical narrative about Laura presented in her hagiographies. When Laura still insists, 
even though her mother pleads with seeing nothing wrong with dancing, that she will not 
dance with Mora because dancing with him will lead to immorality Mora enacts his 
abusive will over Mercedes. But Laura keeps away and does not even flinch to try to help 
her mother. She simply stands by her righteous resolve because she felt she did the right 
thing; only asking for forgiveness from her mother for Mora’s abuse. The depiction in the 
sculpture, however, shows her coming to her mother’s aid. If this is a “popular” 
interpretation of the story, then one wonders if the sculptor or those who view the 
sculpture are more concerned with the issue of domestic violence and unconcerned with 
the Church’s traditional teaching on women’s sexuality. It could be that popular re- 
appropriation of the narrative is unaware of the messages from the scene that I just 


mentioned. 
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Figure 12. Our Lady of Snows and Laura Vicufia. 
Statue in Laura’s sanctuary in Junin de los Andes, Argentina. 


Figure 13. Statue of Don Bosco accompanied by Dominic Savio and Laura Vicufia. 
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Figure 14. Relieve of Laura's mother crossing the Andes with her two daughters at the Via Christi in 
Junin de los Andes, Argentina. 
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Figure 16. Relieve of Manuel Mora “marking Laura’s mother by fire” and Laura grabbing his arm. 
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Narrative 


, OF 


life of Christ and the Church. This act evokes the ultimate theme of sacrifice in Catholic 


Christianity: the sacrifice of one’s life for the sake of another’s soul, an emulation of 


Christ’s own tribulation on the cross. But this is the culmination of Laura’s purpose in 
life; it is the climactic end to the story of saintliness that most hagiographers narrate, even 
if they mention the events that occurred after her death. This narrative does not account 
entirely for the saintly and virtuous aspects of Laura’s life that helped the canonization 
process; nor why she was considered pure and chaste in order to become part of that 
process; nor, for that matter, why her mother needed saving in the first place. Although 
ultimately important, the central narrative of sacrifice is placed in the background when 
Laura is presented as a model of sanctity to children and adolescents. Other narratives 
come to the foreground. 


Often when enumerating her saintly virtues, as part of her presentations as an 


example to children, these virtues are compared to those of Dominic Savio. Both Laura 


models for Catholic girls and boys. This narrative of saintly virtues can be traced all the 
way back to Laura’s first hagiography written by Father Crestanello. In his memoir 
Crestanello identifies those saintly characteristics that made Laura different from her 
humility, charity, obedience, purity, chastity, patience, and fortitude. Also she showed a 


deep love for Jesus, an enthusiasm for the Eucharist, an intense desire to emulate Christ’s 
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suffering, an interest in frequent confession, and a strong devotion to the Virgin Mary. 


According to Crestanello, Laura practiced various forms of mortification as penance. 


Crestanello portrays her as a girl who had a deep theological understanding of the 
relationship between her devotion to Jesus and the Eucharist as the body and blood of 
Christ. Keep in mind that Laura died at twelve years of age, and it would have been 
considered unusual for a girl of her age to have this sort of understanding. Supposedly 
Laura said the following about the Holy Eucharist. (All English translations of 
Crestanello’s hagiography are my own): 

All of the Sacraments are great..., but the Sacrament of Communion is the 
greatest. Holy Baptism is the most necessary because without it none can 
go to Heaven. However, in the Sacrament of Communion we receive more 
than we do in Baptism. In Baptism we receive the grace of God and 
innocence, but with the Holy Eucharist we receive the very Lord of Grace. 
In Holy Baptism we receive the wedding gown, but in Holy Communion 
we receive the Husband of Our Souls. Can we imagine a greater happiness 


or gift? Jesus, the True God and Man that comes to our hearts! Our God, 
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Our Creator and Savior that comes to unite with us! (Crestanello, Chapter 

XI) 
Notice the bride-husband relationship between devotee of Christ and Jesus that is a 
common theme for girls aspiring to be celibate devotees of Jesus. According to 
Crestanello, Laura was aware of the need for a state of purity, particularly sexual purity, 
to be devoted to Christ and for that reason she frequently went to confession. As well 
Laura had a profound understanding of the relationship of the image of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus, which she kept close to her at all times. She also emulated the suffering of 
Christ on the cross for all sinners by suffering through her own forms of mortificatory 
penance. As she stated: “When I suffer, I look at Jesus and the cross that He carries in his 
Heart, which inspires me to have patience. If I am sad or if I feel tired, the flames of the 
Sacred Heart remind me that He loves me and this gives me great comfort and energy to 
suffer a bit for His Love” (Crestanello, Chapter XII) . When other girls of the school 
would ask her questions about the Sacred Heart, she would supposedly answer 
profoundly: 

Q: What does that crown of thorns that surrounds the Sacred Heart mean? 

A: Those thorns remind us of what Jesus endured for the reduction of our 

bad thoughts and that we should guard against them, as not to give new 

displeasures to His loving Heart. 

Q: And that wound? 

A: That wound teaches us that His Heart is always open to receive all men 

and that His wish is that we all enclose ourselves in Him. That we give 


Him company, avoid our sins, and fulfill our duties, especially loving one 
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another as He loved us. Only in that way will it be profitable for us to 
wear the Holy Scapular of the Sacred Heart and honor its images 
(Crestanello, Chapter XII). 

Laura’s relationship to the Virgin Mary was also an important factor in her saintly 
life. She considered Mary her “true Mother”. She was known to have offered close to 
thirty roses to the Virgin Mary during her month. She kept scapulars of Our Lady of 
Mount Carmel and of the Immaculate Conception. Of Mary she supposedly said the 
following: “What - gift it is for me to be a daughter of Mary! Oh how good Jesus has 
been with us in giving us His own Mother as our own! Ugh, and that she be so poorly 
loved!...”(Crestanello, Chapter XII). Keep in mind that she was consecrated as one of the 
Daughters of Mary in her school along with a few select girls that had already had their 
First Communion. Her iconography reflects this. As I have mentioned before this 
iconography is Marian through indirect reference. The themes of Laura’s virginity, 
chastity, and purity resound in her emulation of the Virgin Mary, not just as a virgin girl, 
but also as a mother in her virtues of helping the younger girls in her school with 


schoolwork, religious teaching, and moral advice. This aspect, coupled with the fact that 


she helped her mother convert to a proper Christian life, has led some Salesian 


girl as “Mary Auxiliatrix” or Mary, Help of Christians (Laura Vicufia_ Spiritual 
Itinerary... 23). In other words, Laura is a “little helper” like her spiritual mother Mary. 


These saintly qualities have been often compared to those of Dominic Savio by 


Laura’s Salesian hagiographers. Even if Father Crestanello never mentioned Dominic 


Savio directly, his intention was to write a memoir of Laura similar to the memoirs of 
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Savio by Don Bosco. Many of Savio’s virtues as a young Salesian school boy were 


Virgin Mary. But the most noticeable similarity was at the moment where Crestanello 


narrates Laura’s First Communion. Like Don Bosco did before him with Savio, 


Crestanello includes the vows Laura made on her First Communion. Both children made 


Compare Crestanello’s narration of Laura’s First Communion to Don Bosco’s narration 


of Dominic’s own Fisrt Communion (emphases are mine): 


A life of love, mortification, and sacrifice: this Promises made by me, Dominic Savio, when I 


is what the three great resolutions of her made my First Communion in 1849 at seven 
[Laura’s] First Communion entail. years of age: 


The first was the complete handing over of her 1. I will go often to Confession and I will 


soul, her heart, and all her being to Jesus, with go to Holy Communion as often as I 
the promise of loving and serving only Him am allowed. 
throughout all the days of her life. 

2. I will try to give the Sundays and holy 


days completely to God. 


The second was 0 prefer death before 


3. My best friends will be Jesus and 
Mary. 


The third; anxious as she was for God to be 
known, loved, and served by all; was her 
proposal to do her part, as best as she could, to 
spread His understanding and love; and to 


repair the great offenses that He daily received These promises were the guiding light of his 


from people (Crestanello, Life of Laura 
Vicuiia, Chapter 3). 


life until he died (Bosco, Life of Dominic 
Savio, Chapter 3). 
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Notice that, according to their hagiographers, both Dominic and Laura made 
resolutions to prefer death over committing mortal sin, including sexual sin. Dominic and 
Laura are often paired as spiritual compatriots because of such similar resolutions, and in 
turn they become the shining examples of Salesian piety for children. As well, both are 
presented to children as examples of the Salesian philosophy of sainthood, by which it 
easy for a person to become a saint if that person devotes him- or herself to God and 
renounces sin. The phrase “death, but not sin”, which both saints used as resolution, then 
becomes a method to teach traditional Catholic social mores and ideals particularly in the 
area of sexual activity. Purity and chastity become the ultimate goals and the only sexual 
activity that is valid is, of course, that done in marriage for procreation. Yet Dominic and 
Laura go beyond the latter by being celibate children that eventually achieve sainthood. 
But Savio is not the only saint Laura is compared to when the issue of “death, but not 
sin” is brought up. 

Laura’s resolution would not only make her decide to give up her life for the sake 
of her mother, whose path to sin needed to be stopped; but also would be her mantra 
when refusing Manuel Mora’s sexual advances at two specific moments: one time when 
he asked Laura’s mother and her younger sister to leave the house (supposedly Laura’s 
‘mother witnessed this event from outside through a window), and another time during a_ 
ranch festival when he offered her to dance (Laura’s rejection caused her mother to plead 
with her daughter who kept on rejecting, Laura’s mother was subsequently beaten for her _ 


O 


The similarities between the two are striking; not only were Laura and Maria 


contemporaries, they also lived in rural settings and came from poor rural families whose 
primary head became the mother after she widowed. 

Their main similarity, however, was that both defended themselves against forced 
sexual attacks, in other words both defended their chastity. But both situations are 


categorized differently: Maria’s attack was an attempted rape by a young man she might 


have known while Laura’s attacks were attempted sexual abuse by her male guardian. As 


the attacks, unlike Maria who was stabbed to death by her attacker. Laura’s “miraculous” 


death did not involve defending her virginity; her “miraculous” death would be for 


another reason altogether. W1 
towards her and her mother from Mora whenever she stood up against him. This has 
often been interpreted by those who have a popular devotion towards her (often those 
who see her story as that of a young girl struggling against abuse) as her “martyrdom”, 
though such a martyrdom has never been officially defined or accepted by the Church. 
The narratives of both girls’ refusal to “commit (sexual) sin” have been used to 
reinforce the traditional Catholic view on women and sexuality. Sexual assaults forced 
upon women by men, whether they lead to rape or sexual abuse, are considered potential 
carnal temptation for the women who endure them. If a woman succumbs to such an 
assault, particularly when she is threatened with physical abuse or death, she is 
considered to have committed a grave sin if the sexual act results outside of wedlock. The 
sin is even graver if the victim is a virgin girl who has not yet married and become a 


mother. This is and has been the traditional view even if the one who really perpetrates 


the sexual assault is the male in question. According to the Salesian sister Maria Dosio, 
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member of the Pontifical Faculty of Education Sciences “Auxilium” in Italy, quoted in 
the theological reflection of Laura’s life by Father Hugo Strahsburger: 
“Maria Goretti and Laura Vicufia, have been salt of the earth and light of 
the world not only in the small place where they inhabited and in the brief 
time that they lived, but that they have given and still give the taste of a 
Christian life with the force of their testimony, with the bravery of their 
options, with the fidelity towards their daily commitments; as light they 
have been placed over the candelabra to illuminate, animate, sustain with 
the radicalism of a Christian life all the youth of the world, and 
particularly all those who find themselves obligated to live in ambiguous 
and difficult situations, in which runs the risk that the temptation of the 
flesh comes to conquer having supremacy over the spirit. With the gift of 
their fortitude, they show that the human body is worthy of respect and 
can never be reduced to an object of voluptuousness and material 
darkening. The attraction to purity that excited them is the attraction to the 
words of Christ who said ‘blessed are the pure of heart’ (Mat. 5.8). Little 
Laura and little Maria loved purity because Christ loves purity. They did 
not want to sin to offend Christ.” (Dosio, Cent’anni, p. 419, quoted in 
Strahsburger, emphasis mine) 
Note that Dosio claims that Maria and Laura faced “temptation of the flesh” and 
struggled against it, even if the sexual acts in question were actually forced upon them. 
The assumption here is that the girls would have been “willing participants” if they had 


succumbed to their assailants. Also, Dosio claims that their struggles show that “the 
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human body is worthy of respect” and can never be reduced to objectification. Here we 
see a concern with the guarding of a woman’s virginity; the prevention of women’s 
bodies from being penetrated or being “sexually invaded”. This focus on guarding the 
body is prevalent when Laura is used as an example to young girls with respect to 
sexuality. 

For example, in her book Moi ou aucun autre Luciana D’Auria narrates Laura’s 
refusal to dance with Mora in detail and, a few paragraphs later, she explains to 
adolescent girls how her actions should reflect their own lives. She says the following: 

Seulement elle [Laura] avait appris par un exercice constant a son corps et 
elle en était devenue maitresse, par la mortification de ses instincts... 
Rappelle-toi que la pureté a un sens tout spécial pour toi, fille de Dieu, 
nous toi chrétienne. Cherche dans ton union avec le Christ, dans ta 
participation a sa Vie, le sens le plus profond de ta pureté et la force pour 
la pratiquer. Prends toujours plus conscience de la noble dignité de ton 
corps de femme et apprends 4 le garder et a le défendre cote que coite. 


(D’ Auria, Moi ou aucun autre, 64-65.) 


D’Aria uses the example of Laura’s refusal to dance with Mora as an example of how 
young girls should “guard and defend the noble dignity of their bodies whatever the 
cost”. Her objective here is to advise girls on abstaining from sexual activity until 
marriage. But one wonders why such a violent case of sexual and physical abuse by an 
older man would be used as a model for teaching young girls to abstain from sexual 


activity. Such a scenario would be considered extreme, traumatic, and scarring for any 
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young girl to go through. Wouldn’t advice against having sex with peers of the same age 
suffice? 

The purpose here is a strategic narrative that conflates physical violence with 
sexual activity to reinforce traditional Catholic values. D’Aria’s concern is with the 
purity of a young girl’s body, how it must be kept intact, and how it must be free from 
sin. Sex here is portrayed as a violent invasion with evil intent of the virginal female 
body. D’Aria’s portrayal of Mora as a “bestial man accustomed to dominate” (See p. 63) 
adds to the narrative of violent sexual intent. Although I will talk about the portrayal of 
Mora in more detail later on, it is enough to say that his portrayal is used to depict sex as 
violent and sinful. The story of a young girl who manages to avoid sexual molestation 
from her male guardian becomes a teaching tool for girls on sexuality where sex is 
portrayed as an attack on the female body and where such an attack must be resisted at all 


costs, even if the consequences are violent retaliation or even death. 


boys. She explains that “ces ‘amours’ se dissolvent comme une bulle de savon”; that 
falling in love with boys may be frivolous and fleeting (p. 92). A young girl must 
evaluate if she really is in love and must wait until the moment of true love, which leads 
to marriage. She insists that it is good to have many iis and female friends in a group, 
but exclusively male friends must be avoided. A teenage girl should wait until she 
understands the values of others. As she explains to the reader, who is presumably a 
teenage girl: “Tu comprendras comment nous nous complétons mutuellement selon le 


plan merveilleux de Dieu. Et tu te découvriras femme. Tu te sentiras faite pour donner la 
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vie. Toi, une petite mére en puissance, en puissance, au sens physique et spirituel, une 
génératrice de vie.” (p. 93). 
Here she idealizes marriage and motherhood as essential elements of God’s plan, 
and insists that young girls must wait to have sex only for the purpose that it was meant 
for: to have children as wife and mother. If a woman cannot die chaste and virginal like 
Laura, she can at least die a mother. Anything outside “virgin” and “mother” is sexually 
sinful and shameful. As Kathleen Young mentions in her feminist analysis of the Maria 
Goretti myth: 
The legends of the saints which Roman Catholic women are raised with 
associate female sexuality with virginity and motherhood...The virgin has 
not yet been sexually violated, the mother obviously has been. Sexuality is 
not the gateway to autonomy for women but instead implies social and 
spiritual vulnerability and lack of autonomy... By being identified with 
the codes of procreation and patrilineal inheritance, women embody 
sexual shame. The lives of the female saints, primarily virgin martyrs, 
exemplify this construction of non-virgins and non-mothers as the 
embodiment of sexual shame and pollution. (Young, 479) 

Laura’s story, that of a girl who rejected the sexual advances of her “stepfather” and who 

died saving her mother from cohabitation with an abusive man, also reinforces the idea’ 


If Laura had not resisted Mora’s advances, even out 


of fear for her life, she would not have been considered a hero. If she had not judged her 
mother negatively for cohabitating with a man out of wedlock and pleaded with her to 


leave the Mora on her deathbed, she also would not have been considered. In Laura’s 
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case the shame is twofold: the shame that accepting Mora’s advances would have 
produced and the shame of her mother living with a man unmarried. The latter will be 
dealt with in detail when analyzing the contrasts between Laura and her mother, but first 
the contrast between Laura and Manuel Mora is important in showing what sort of shame 
Laura would have embodied if she had accepted his advances. 

Young in her discussion of the relationship, portrayed by narratives, between 
Maria Goretti and her attacker Alessandro Serenelli says the following: “In these 
accounts, Goretti, the innocent virgin, is the spiritual principle, and Serenelli, her 
murderer, the profane. She is beautiful, innocent, and good. He is evil and guilty” (477). 
The same sort of portrayal is used to define Laura’s and Manual Mora’s relationship. As 
mentioned before, Mora is portrayed as an outlaw gaucho rancher who manifests all the 
stereotypes common to gauchos as Argentinean literary figures. This includes such 
characteristics as a dominating personality, a violent temperament, uncouthness, and 
tendencies towards alcoholism, womanizing and gambling. 

At the time of Argentine expansion, the gaucho was seen as representing 
everything that was wrong with the frontier society of the Pampas and the Patagonia. 
Although expansion and settlement were necessary for the sake of the Republic, the 
possibility of becoming uncivil like the gaucho needed to be prevented. Proper morals 
and values had to be instilled in frontier populations, and that was the job of Salesian 
Catholic missionaries. Therefore, as an embodiment of disorder and chaos, the unruly 
gaucho became the perfect antagonist for a young innocent virgin girl who had settled in 
the middle of the frontier with her widowed mother and little sister. As such, many 


Salesian hagiographers have portrayed Mora as a “bird of prey” (i.e. condor, falcon, 
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hawk, etc.) while portraying Laura as an innocent “white dove” ready to be maimed and 
mangled by the bird of prey. 

The encounters between “the condor” and “the dove” would be three times, which 
have been mentioned before. But the most dramatic moment would be when Mora asked 
Laura to dance during a feast at his ranch celebrating the branding of animals born within 
the year including sheep, goats, and calves. M. Domenica Grassiano, a recent Italian 
Salesian hagiographer whose hagiography of Laura has been translated to English, 
describes the feast in this manner: 

The shepherds and their numerous flocks came from long distances. First 
there was the dipping and shearing of the sheep, then the branding with 
fire, and on the last day, a great feast which ended in an orgy. The ranch 
resembled a countryside fair. Besides the shepherds, the servants and their 
families, there were present also the rancher’s friends — owners of the 
neighboring ranches. 

There was drink, games, and singing as they waited for supper, and 
to be followed by a great ball at night. The women, dressed for the feast 
with dazzling shawls on their shoulders, were coming and going with 
refreshments and drinks (37). 

Notice the use of the word orgy (emphasis mine in the quote) to characterize the feast. Of 
course, the modern use of the word meaning unrestrained indulgence in sexual activity is 
not the only use of the word. The word could be referring to the unrestrained feasting, 
eating, and drinking described in this scene. But the word foreshadows Grassiano’s 


depiction of what comes next. Mora offers Laura to dance during the ball; Laura, 
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invoking the Madonna to help her, refuses even when he insists; and her mother, anxious 
and tense at Mora’s violent response, wonders why her daughter is refusing a simple 
dance. Grassiano characterizes this “dance” in this way: “A dance? She [Laura] well 
knew how that type of dance ended. Mora now passed from words to deeds” (38). 
Grassiano’s narrative goal is to make the dance a synonym for sex or at least 
suggest that the dance will lead to sexual activity. The use of dance as a metaphor for sex 


is not new, but here it is used to suggest that Laura’s refusal to dance is equivalent to a 


refusal towards committing sexual sin. T 
sexual activity has been used quite commonly in many of Laura’s hagiographies since the 
1980s when describing the event when Mora asks Laura to dance. Luigi Castano’s 
hagiography, originally from the late 1950s, mentions the event but only subtly makes the 
connection; while Crestanello’s hagiography from 1911 does not mention the event at all. 
But even when such connections are not made, many of the hagiographies that do 
mention the event suggest that Mora had sinister intentions towards Laura the night of the 
feast. 

The remaining narrative leads to an event that has been portrayed in various and 
often confusing. Mora, angry at Laura for not obeying him in his own house, throws her 
out into the dark cold night. He violently forces the mother to go convince her that she 
should dance with. Mercedes goes out into the cold and pleads with her daughter to obey 
Mora since after all he was just simply asking her to dance. Laura still refuses explaining 
to her that she will not commit sin. Ms. Pino returns to Mora to tell him that she still 
refuses. Mora takes out his anger by physically abusing her. What exactly he did to abuse 


her has been depicted differently by various hagiographic authors: he either whipped her 
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with the whip he used for his horses and threatened to firebrand her like he did the 
livestock, he explicitly tried to firebrand her but there was no fire and Laura’s mother 
luckily did not suffer the fate that one of Mora’s former girlfriends suffered, or he did 
manage to firebrand her as depicted in the relieve at Junin de los Andes (a possible 
violent metaphor for sex). The depiction of Laura’s reaction ranges from intervention to a 
refusal to intervene almost implying that her mother deserved her fate for suggesting that 
Laura accept Mora’s offer. 


This leads to the other person Laura is contrasted with: her mother. Mercedes" 


Mora was abusive towards her and even if she decided to move in with Mora for 


economic reasons (he offered to pay her daughters’ education), it was she who was at 

fault for placing Laura in an abusive environment where the possibility of committing sin 

was present. As Young in her discussion of Maria Goretti states: 
Christianity, and Catholicism in particular, emphasizes suffering as 
redemptive. For women, that suffering has been rooted in sexual shame. 
Simply by being alive and having a body all people will suffer, but women 
will especially suffer because of sex. Men may contribute to, but they are 
not the cause of, women’s shame. Women’s embodiment of suffering 
affects not only them but also their family relationships. (480) 

Ms. Pino’s sexual shame involved her choice of cohabitating with Manuel Mora outside 


of marriage, regardless for what reasons she did it. Because she had done this and was not 
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an active Catholic, Laura’s hagiographies present her as a woman who was increasingly 
spiraling down into an abyss of sin. It took Laura’s nearing death (which was in part her 
own fault) and her daughter’s revelation as to why she was dying (that she gave her life 
for her mother’s sake) to make Ms. Pino realize her mistake and promise her daughter 
that she would leave the man she was living with, which she did. Mercedes is therefore 
saved from herself by her own daughter’s sacrifice. 

Very little responsibility is given to Mora, although he is portrayed as the villain 
of the story. Unlike Goretti’s attacker, he is not changed by the event. He has an 
unfortunate end: a death from a stab wound after a fight caused by betting on horse races; 
but there is no redemption nor does he realize his wrong doing. His portrayal is almost 
that of a beastly monster from medieval legend or epic, where the monster is just a raw 
manifestation of evil that cannot help itself from committing its nefarious deeds. In fact 
Mora’s portrayal as a beast or a monster almost exonerates him, since he really cannot 
help his condition. Although he is the cause of Laura’s pain, it is Laura’s mother who 
needs saving not Mora. Laura does not ask for any miraculous intervention on his behalf 
to make him realize the errors of his ways. The one who needs to realize the “errors of 


her ways” is Mercedes Pino who decided to live with the monster in the first place. 


As one can see here i®GSteie)geailSk tie Salesian lean pi@eation is(tovuse aiara’s? 
story to reinforce the patriarchal idea that women carry the burden of sexual incitation; 
saved by her own daughter’s sacrifice. Laura is a “saint” now because of her choice, one 
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that brought her violent retaliation. Ms. Pino, who did the best she could to raise her 
daughters as a widow in economically difficult times, was a profane woman who needed 
salvation. 

But there was another reason for the narrative that the Salesian congregation was 
once concerned about in their missions in Argentina. Mercedes’ decision to live out of 
wedlock was a very common decision that many settlers of the Argentine frontier made 
for economic reasons. The Salesian missionaries were well aware of this and their active 
missionary work was, in part, to ensure that people followed the requirements of the 
sicrament of marriage by marrying people under the Church. The narrative of Laura’s 
story was to reinforce traditional Catholic attitudes about marriage on people who had 
abandoned them. Laura’s tribulations with Mora and her mother would serve as example 
as to what could happen to children if people cohabited without proper marriage rites. As 
well, the narrative of Laura overcoming all of this by being more spiritually mature than 
her own mother or her “stepfather” became an example to the children whose parents 
may have cohabited without following the sacrament of marriage. It was the goal of the 
Salesian missionaries to focus on these types of children in their schools and shelters. 

Today this narrative is used to reinforce the traditional family structure of 
marriage according to the Roman Catholic Church: one man, one woman, under the 
Church sacrament of marriage. Because of the rise of alternative families (single parents, 
same-sex parents, etc.) the Roman Catholic Church has felt its traditional values on 
marriage and the family being threatened. Laura’s story portrays a girl whose life was 
“damaged” by a family that did not follow traditional Catholic values. The story, 


therefore, becomes a story taught to children by Salesians to reinforce these values by 
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showing the “dire consequences” of not following the proper expression of the sacrament 
of marriage. 
Pedagogy 

Since the Salesian pastoral ministry is partly educational in nature and is 
specifically geared towards youth (children and adolescents), pedagogy is an important 
part of its structure. Pedagogical materials and strategies are based on Bosco’s 
“preventive system”. Its “preventive” character lies on its particular emphasis in dealing 
with “troubled” youth (poor, homeless, abused, even drug-addicted children, etc.) as well 
as on the prevention of youth from falling into such circumstances. This system is 
divided into three elements as defined by Don Bosco: reason, religion, and loving- 
kindness. The element of “reason” falls within the Roman Catholic definition of reason as 
being present in humans but originating as a gift from God. Although the intelligence and 
reasoning of the individual youth is respected, these must reflect Roman Catholic values 
in all aspects of life: family, civil, political, etc. The element of “religion” is, of course, 
the promotion of a pious Roman Catholic life. This involves an intense personal faith, 
regular church attendance, and a respect for clergy; as well as the proper observation of 
sacraments, Marian veneration, and devotion to God. As for “loving kindness”, Don 
Bosco promoted fervent personal dedication and commitment from educators towards 
their young students. Student/teacher relationships are modeled after relationships 
between family members. As such, the Salesian school structure is based on an “oratory 
model” by which a Salesian youth institution is seen as being a child’s home, school, 


church, and playground all at once. 
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Salesian saints such as Laura Vicufia become tools for pedagogy since they are 
exemplars of the Salesian congregation’s emphasis on reason, religion, and loving 
kindness. Laura was not only a girl that became blessed due to her sacrifice, but also a 
Salesian student who exhibited all the qualities and virtues that the congregation aspires 
for children to have. Much of the traditional strategies that have been developed by the 
congregation to make Laura popular with children and young adolescents have involved 
comic books, guidebooks for teenage girls, pamphlets, booklets, etc. A more modern and 
less traditional strategy has been a Microsoft Powerpoint presentation where Laura and 
Dominic are paired up titled “You too can be a saint! It’s easy!” In this presentation 
sanctity is presented as easily attainable, as supposedly Don Bosco explained to Dominic 
Savio when Savio asked how he could become a saint. According to the presentation both 
Dominic and Laura followed Don Bosco’s advice and became saints. The three things 
that the slides state as leading to sanctity are: doing required duties, cheerfulness, and the 
giving of oneself for others. The episodes of Laura’s life presented which embody these 
qualities include her three promises at her First Communion, her aid to the other girls in 
her school, and her sacrifice so her mother “could return to the Church”. No mentions of 
sexual concerns are made for either Laura or Dominic; therefore this presentation must be 
geared to very young children. 


Another strategy is the day and summer camps developed for children and 


adolescents by Salesian educators. There are a considerable number of these camps in 


Vicufia, but few of these have activities where Laura becomes the focus. However, in 


Argentina the Saint Francis Xavier “Inspectory” (FMA) in Bahia Blanca has developed a 


youth focus group called “Friends of Laura” that plans camp-like activities starting from 
after Easter to Advent for children of educational communities in the Patagonia region. It 
was founded in the year 1982, the same year the Vatican took up Laura’s Cause for 
Canonization, and was initially geared to schoolgirls from the Salesian system of 
education. Recently they have opened their camps to both boys and girls. Their activities 
are set-up as “stages” geared to different age groups in the following manner: 
= Stage 1 — 3" & 4" prades (children 8, 9, & 10 years old) 
= Stage 2-5" & 6" grades (children 10 & 11 years old) 
= Stage 3 — 7" grade (children 12 & 13 years old) 
= Stage 4 — Pre-guides, 8" & 9" grades (children 13, 14, & 15 years old) 
= Guides — (1, 2"4, & 3" years of high school) 15 to 18 years old 
Each “stage” has an activities plan with concepts discussed according to appropriate age 
range which seem to become more “mature” in nature as stages progress. Stage four is 
the “pre-guide” stage where pre-teens are taught on how to eventually become guides for 
smaller children once they become teenagers. The group “Friends of Laura” is very 
specific regarding their objectives: 
1. To promote association as the key element for a better deepening of 
(Catholic) values through experiences (in other words, activities). 
2. To develop strategies and methodologies of participation that prepare their 
girl pupils (although it has been extended to boys) to exercise their rights 
and enjoy their liberties, recognizing and respecting the rights of others 


and fulfilling their roles in society. 
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3. To promote integration from a fraternal climate that helps to construct part 
of the great educational family (Salesians), sustaining the importance of 
open participation and dialogue. 

4. To go in depth into Laura Vicufia’s life of faith to awaken the proper 
human/spiritual growth, accentuating the experience from the Eucharistic, 
Marian, diaconal, and communitarian dimension. 

About Laura’s example to youth they go further: “...we consider that Laura Vicufia’s 
experience of faith can be and is a model that awakens and fosters the possibility of a 
path of faith in God that manifests in daily life.” The group “Friends of Laura” schedules 
five meetings throughout the Easter to Advent period based on these objectives; each 
“stage” meets with an activities coordinator (presumably a Salesian nun) that plans and 
executes an activity per meeting. 

Although the group’s activities plan is available online at the Salesian Spirituality 
Center (Junin de los Andes) website (http://www.ceslaura.com.ar/), it is incomplete and 
only covers the first and second “stages”. According to the plan each activities meeting 
revolves around two people: Laura and the Virgin Mary. Each activity demonstrates how 
Mary was important in Laura’s life in some shape or form. Specific moments in Laura’s 
life, where she either devoted herself to or emulated Mary, are mentioned throughout the 
activities to get a concrete sense of what she did. The lessons for each activities meeting 
are: a) To discover Mary as a companion on the path of life for Laura and for other 
children; b) To value Mary as mother to Laura and all Catholic children; c) To learn from 
Mary on how to be attentive to the needs of others like Laura did; d) To discover the 


gestures of Mary in Laura’s life: tenderness, trust, hope, presence, on the path and 
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productivity; and e) To recognize Laura, a girl from Argentina who knew how to be 
faithful, as emulating Mary, the first disciple who was faithful to God. Each lesson has an 
activity that is upgraded for higher “stages” (older children). The first often involves an 
activity where certain children lead other blindfolded children around. For children of the 
1" stage it is an obstacle course, for those of the 2" stage it is a soccer game. The 
children are then asked to reflect on Mary’s presence in their lives: for 1" stage children it 
involves making posters, for 2"! stage children it involves answering a questionnaire. 

The second activity involves for the 1" stage children a word puzzle with a phrase 
supposedly mentioned by Laura: “She is my Mother, and nothing makes me happier than 
to think that I am Daughter of Mary.” For children of the 2" stage it involves a rosary 
whose five mysteries involve scenes in Laura’s life: her birth, her crossing the Andes, her 
meeting with the Salesian sisters, her suffering at the hands of Mora, and her becoming a 
Daughter of Mary. The third activity involves reflection on Mary’s involvement in the 
water to wine miracle that Jesus performs at the wedding at Cana. For 1 stage children it 
is a reenactment, for 2™ stage children the water/wine vessels are used as metaphor for 
their own “life containers”. 

The fourth activity requires reflection on scenes depicting Mary’s presence in 
Laura’s life (literally or metaphorically via deeds). For 1" stage children slips with 
written excerpts of Laura’s life where Mary is present are given to the children. For 2" 
stage children they are required to make their own posters depicting scenes in Laura’s life 
where Mary is present. The final and fifth activity involves self-reflections by the 
children on Laura’s hoped, dreams, and actions. For 1“ stage children it involves an 


activity where they are shown that Laura had silence in her heart for the Word of God. 
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The children then reflect on their own hearts and do a word-finding game with key words 
like: faithfulness, grace, belief, God, Mary, hope, tenderness, path, service, mother, etc. 
For children in the 2" stage they must reflect on the various realities of life that they 
cannot avoid. 

It is apparent that activities keep on upgrading as the appropriateness of age keeps 
changing, but only stages one and two are available so what occurs at later stages is 
unknown. Although, there was no explicit conveyance of sexual norms and ideals, one 
can infer from the overall project that the activities are designed to instill traditional 
female “virtues” as exemplified by Mary via Laura: obedience, service, tenderness, 
virginity, chastity, purity, etc. This is taking into account that most of these activities are 
geared to young girls. The goals will be different if young boys are involved. However, in 
some Salesian activities the body has been presented as “treasure” to young boys and 
girls, where children are asked to look into a treasure box containing a mirror and see 
themselves reflected in the box. This latter fact is based on a partial description of an 
activity obtained from the Laura Vicufia website in Chile (http://www.lauravicuna.cl/). 
However, the description is incomplete and the context in which this activity is done is 
difficult to obtain. 

Unresolved Issues 

The major obstacle that I encountered while doing my research for Blessed Laura 
Vicufia was the difficulty of physically obtaining materials from the time period in which 
this research project focuses on: the first half of the 20" century up till the early mid- 
1960s. This difficulty encompassed three major areas covered in this research report: 


hagiographies, iconography, and pedagogical materials. Although I was able to obtain a 
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comprehensive bibliographic record of Laura’s hagiographies, I was only able to 
physically obtain Laura’s earliest one, Crestanello’s 1911 hagiography, in the form of a 
Microsoft Word document from an online source and hagiographies published from the 
1980s onward. There was a huge gap of hagiographic information missing between these 
dates until I was able to obtain Castano’s expanded and updated hagiography in Spanish, 
since it contains bibliographic references as well as extensive details of the canonization 
process. 

Most of Laura’s hagiographies from the period in question could only be found in 
Catholic libraries or private collections in North America; some could only be found in 
Chile or Argentina; and a large percentage of them are out of print. I should also mention 
that most of these hagiographies are either in Spanish or Italian; few have been translated 
to English or French. Detailed narratives about Manuel Mora and Mercedes Pino’s 
cohabitation with him were left out of the Crestanello hagiography and were only added 
later. Because of the lack of hagiographies available from this period, questions still 
remain as to why these narratives were added, at what time they were added, who added 
them, and whether these narratives were added gradually or immediately. Based on 
information from Castano’s hagiography I assume that these narratives were added when 
Sister Genghini was involved in compiling information for Laura’s case. However, this is 
an educated guess and the details surrounding the additions in narrative are still obscure. 

Most of the iconography I was able to obtain for Laura is quite contemporary; 
only a handful of images pertain to the time period of study. Details behind these images 
are unavailable, although many seem to have been illustrations from her early 


hagiographies. Only a small portion of these images could be placed within a particular 
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date and time. Whether any of these images were used for devotional purposes during the 
time period in question is unknown. Also, it was difficult to find information on the 
makers of these images and if they were in some way connected to the Salesian 
congregation. As such it was quite difficult to explain in detail the motives behind 
particular iconographic representations beyond what could be gathered simply from their 
observation. 

Last but not least, most of the pedagogical materials obtained date from the 1980s 
onward. The 1980s was the decade in which Laura’s Cause for Canonization was 
officially taken up by the Vatican culminating in her beatification in 1988. It seems that 
pedagogical materials were not officially published until after her beatification. Here 
what I mean with “pedagogical materials” is materials that are specifically geared 
towards children or adolescents with a degree of learning involved. As for camps, 
projects, and other strategies involving physical tasks, I was only able to obtain, via 
Internet, information on current activities for Salesian. camps and groups. Only one 
group, specifically in Argentina (“Friends of Laura”), deals with using Laura as a model 
in their activities. Most of these activities are very recent and do not cover any of the time 
period from the early 20" century to the early 1960s. So exactly how Laura’s image was 
used to bring across Catholic social values during this period is unknown. I was only able 
to report on current ways in which Laura’s image is used in this fashion. 

My suggestions for solving these issues (and these suggestions would also serve 
to deal with the issues I mention for Ceferino in the appendix) is to try to obtain these 
missing materials from this period either through interlibrary loan or to contact 


Argentinean Salesian Catholic institutions whose members might have more information 
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on these matters. Other suggestions range from traveling to Argentina proper or obtaining 


documents from the Salesian headquarters in Turin if the need arose. Of course, all these 


suggestions have to be evaluated within the scope of limitations placed on the research 


project. 


Laura Vicuiia’s Timeline 


1891 


1893 


1899 


1900 


1901 


1902 


1903 


April 5": Laura is born in Santiago, Chile. 
May 24". Laura is baptized at the Church of Saint Anne in Santiago, Chile. 


Her sister Julia Amanda is born in Temuco, Chile. Her father José Domingo 
Vicuiia dies two months later. 


Her mother Mercedes Pino emigrates along with her daughters from Chile to 
Argentina by crossing the Andes. She travels from town to town until finally 
settling in Quilquihué with Manuel Mora. 


January 21": Laura and her sister are admitted to the Daughters of Mary Help of 
Christians School in Junin de los Andes. 


July 2": Laura receives her First Communion. 

December 8": Laura becomes a Daughter of Mary. 

January/February: Mora supposedly makes sexual advances towards Laura. 

March 1*: Laura receives the Sacrament of Confirmation by Monsignor Giovanni 
Cagliero, Apostolic Vicar of Northern Patagonia. She asks the nuns and, later, 
Monsignor Cagliero to allow her to become a Salesian Sister, but she was denied 


because of “her mother’s conduct”. 


April 13": Laura asks permission from Father Augusto Crestanello to offer her 
life to God for the salvation of her mother. 


July 16": The Chimehuin River overflows during a storm flooding the Salesian 
school at Junin. Laura helps out in taking the other girls to shelter and presumably 
becomes sick because of this act. 


October/November: Mercedes takes Laura back to Junin to be away from Mora 
and to recuperate her health. 
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1904 


1911 


1926 


1954 


1955 


1956 


1982 


1986 


1988 


Early January: Mora travels to Junin requesting that they return to the ranch. 
Laura refuses and is beaten. 


January 18": Laura, on her deathbed, is given the Last Rites and reveals to her 
mother that she offered her life to save hers. Mercedes promises that she will 
leave Mora and receive proper sacraments from the Catholic Church. 

January 22": Laura dies. 

Crestanello writes and publishes his hagiography on Laura in Santiago, Chile. 


First Italian hagiography narrating Laura’s life is published in Turin based on 
Crestanello’s writings. 


March: Laura’s remains are recognized canonically by the Church. 


September 19": Hearings for Laura’s Cause for Beatification and Canonization 
begin at Viedma, presided by Bishop José Borgatti. 


March 2": Laura’s remains are transferred to Bahia Blanca and buried in the local 
FMA (Daughters of Mary Helper of Christians) chapel. 


February 25". Introduction of Laura’s Cause for Canonization in Rome. 


June 5": Laura is declared Venerable by decree of the Holy Congregation for the 
Causes of the Saints. 


September 3": Laura is proclaimed Blessed by Pope John Paul II. 


Annotated Bibliography 


Hagiographies & other materials in which physical copies were obtained (arranged 


by date): 


Crestanello, Augusto. 1911. Vida de Laura Vic alumna de las Hijas de Maria 


Auxiliadora e Hija de Maria Inmaculada. [Life of Laura Vicufia, pupil of the 
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians and Daughter of Mary Immaculate] 


Lecturas Catélicas, afio IX, nim. 100, entrega III. Santiago, Chile: Escuela Tipo 
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“Gratitud Nacional”. [Microsoft Word Document] Retrieved on September 27, 


2007 from http://www.lauravicuna.cl 


Laura Vicufia’s first hagiography was written by Father Augusto Crestanello, 
head of the Mary Helper of Christians School at Junin de los Andes in Argentina and 
Laura’s personal confessor, seven years after Laura’s death. Beginning with the narrative 
of her birth and ending with that of her sacrificial death, Crestanello included his own 
memoirs of her attendance at school; narrating her virtues, saintly behavior, and 
relationships with fellow students. However, he excluded the narrative of Manuel Mora’s 
sexual advancements towards Laura and his abuse towards her mother, Mercedes Pino. 
He also excluded any indication of Ms. Pino’s “fallen state” by living with Mr. Mora. 
Both narratives were excluded supposedly because Ms. Pino was still living when the 


hagiography was written. 


Lubich, Gino, Giorgio Trevisan and Lorenzo Lazzarin. 1982. Laura et son secret : Laura 


Vicufia, éléve des Filles de Marie Auxiliatrice de Junin de los Andes — Argentine. 
Turin, Italie : Editrice Elle Di Ci. Also available in Spanish: Lorit, Sergio C., 
Giorgio Trevisan y Eduardo Ripio. Laura y su secreto: Laura Vicufia, alumna de 


las Hijas de Maria Auxiliadora de Junin de los Andes — Argentina. Barcelona: 
Ediciones Don Bosco, 1988. 


Giorgio Trevisan is a well known comic book illustrator who worked for various 


Italian art studios in the 1950s and 60s, and created a number of comic book series that 


re; 


were widely distributed throughout Europe, particularly in France and the United 
Kingdom. Although most of the themes and plots of his comics were for the young male 
market: spy stories, westerns, science fiction, and fantasy; he also created illustrated 
biographies of various famous Catholic figures in the late 70s and early 80s. The comic 
book for Laura Vicufia is one of them, and it was created in association with Salesian 
publishers the same year Laura’s cause for canonization was introduced to the Vatican. It 
shows Laura’s life from her arrival to the Mary Helper of Christians School at Junin de 
los Andes in Argentina to her sacrificial death scene beside her mother. It also visually 
depicts various narratives that were left out of Laura’s first hagiography: Mora’s sexual 


advances and abusive nature, Ms. Pino’s fallen state, etc. 


Beccalossi, Marie-Louise. 1985. Le message de Laura Vicufia aux jeunes d’hier, 
d’aujourd’hui_et_de demain. Translated by Moréna Geneviéve. Rome, Italie : 
Institut des Filles de Marie Auxiliatrice. Original title in Italian: Il messaggio di 
Laura Vicufia. Also available in Spanish: El mensaje de Laura Vicufia a las 


jOvenes de ayer, de hoy y de mafiana. Serie héroes de nuestro tiempo, 21. 
Santiago, Chile: Salesiana, 1991. 


This is a short hagiographical work on Laura written by an Italian Salesian Sister 
geared towards young girls as indicated by the title. Its narrative is mostly in the form of 
fictive dialogue, and condenses Laura’s life to certain events organized by headings. No 


actual advice to girls regarding sexuality is given, however. 
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D’ Auria, Luciana. 1989. Moi ou aucun autre: En route avec Laura Vicufia. Turin, Italie: 


Editions Elle Di Ci. Original title in Italian: Io o nessun altro. 


D’Auria, an Italian Salesian Sister, wrote and published this spiritual guidebook 
some time after Laura’s beatification with the intention to give advice based on 
traditional Catholic morality to adolescent Catholic girls. D’Auria uses Laura’s moral 
choices and behavior as a template to emulate, specifically in the realm of sexual matters. 
She uses the themes of violent sexual assault and possible incest, exemplified by Mora’s 
behavior; Laura’s rejections; and the consequences Mercedes Pino’s unwed cohabitation 
to suggest that sex outside the norms of the Catholic Church lead to ruin. Much of her 
narrative is dedicated to reinforce the prescribed Catholic roles of virgin and mother for 


young girls. 


Salesman, Eliécer (Gustavo).1991 and 2003. Laura Vicufia: La hija que ofrecié la vida 
por salvar a la madre. [Laura Vicufia: The daughter who offered her life to save 
her mother], 2" and 5" editions. Bogoté, Colombia: Ediciones Don Bosco 


(Apostolado Biblico Catédlico). 
Written by a Salesian priest, this is the most recent and most widely distributed 


Spanish-language hagiography in Latin America. Events in Laura’s life are placed under 


headings, suggesting easy reading and an intended audience of younger readers. 
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Grassiano, Maria Domenica. 1993. For Love of My Mother: Laura Carmen Vicufia. 
Translated by Mary Doran, FMA. Rome, Italy: LDC. Original title in Italian: La 


mia vita per la mamma, 1983. 


The only English-language hagiography on Laura found was originally written in 
Italian by a Salesian nun. More detailed than other hagiographies, the author focuses 
considerably on the narratives of Manuel Mora’s sexual advances as well as on the fallen 
state of Laura’s mother. These narratives are often exaggerated by the author for more 


effect on the reader. 


Equipo Educacién de la Fe. 2003. Itinerario espiritual Laura Vicufia: Camino de luz. [A 
Laura Vicufia spiritual itinerary: The path of light] Santiago, Chile: Hijas de 


Maria Auxiliadora. [Adobe Acrobat Document] Retrieved on September 28, 2007 


from http://www. lauravicuna.cl 


The eight point “Spiritual Itinerary” is a collection of reflections on certain 
sufferings and virtues exemplified by Laura throughout her short life. It was written by 
the “Team for the Education of the Faith” of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians 
(Salesian Sisters) in Santiago, Chile; and is presumably intended for both children and 
adults as a way of “human formation” in the Catholic faith. The situations in her life that 
this “itinerary” covers include: her birth, her baptism, her emigration to Argentina with 
her mother and sister, her reception at the Salesian School in Junin, her relationships to 


her fellow friends and students, her relationship with Jesus Christ, her relationship with 
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the Virgin Mary, and her sacrifice for the sake of her mother. The itinerary concludes 


with those aspects of her life that make her virtuous. 


Castano, Luis (Luigi). 2004. Vida de Laura Vicufia: Una adolescente de trece afios en los 
altares. [Life of Laura Vicufia: An adolescent of thirteen years on the altars], 
Colleccién Biografias Salesianas, Madrid: Editorial CCS. Spanish translation of 


the original Italian: Laura: La ragazza delle Ande Patagoniche, 1959. Translated 
by Father Francisco de la Hoz, SDB. Additions by Sister Elia Mata, FMA. 


Luigi Castano was a Salesian biographer that wrote a number of hagiographies for 
various Salesian saints and was responsible for most of Laura’s hagiographies during the 
period of the canonization hearings in Viedma, Argentina. As such, some of his accounts 
were included in the hearings. Originally published in 1959, this Spanish translation of 
one of Castano’s hagiographies has been updated with information reflecting Laura’s 
1988 beatification. As well as including detailed information on Laura’s short life, 
Castano goes beyond and includes details on the events and people surrounding the 
canonization process. Bibliographic entries of pivotal hagiographic works are included as 
well as details on the promoters of the canonization process. Narrative-wise Castano tries 
to be as accurate and informative as possible, including the testimonies of witnesses at 
the hearings of Viedma, suggesting that his intended audience was an adult one and that 


his purpose was to inform rather than to give any particular ideology regarding sexuality. 
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Congregacién Hijas de Maria Auxiliadora. 2004. Novena a Laura Vicufia. [Novena to 
Laura Vicufia] Santiago, Chile: Hijas de Maria Auxiliadora. [Microsoft Word 


Document] Retrieved on September 27, 2007 from http://www.lauravicuna.cl/ 


Laura Vicufia’s novena was created by the Congregation of Daughters of Mary 
Helper of Christians (Salesian Sisters) based on the spiritual itinerary previously 
mentioned. In asking for Laura’s intercession each moment of her life from her birth to 
her beatification is reflected upon using biblical passages and universal prayers. The 
central prayer that is repeated throughout the novena is a prayer based on the vows she 
made at her First Communion according to Crestanello’s hagiography. Prayer follows: 

“Oh my Lord, I wish to love and serve you for all my life; that is why I 

give you my soul, my life, and all my being. I wish to die before sinning; 

that is why I wish to mortify myself in all that could distance me from 

you. I propose to do all that I know and can for you to be known and 

loved; and to repair the trespasses that you receive from men each day, 

especially the members of my family*. My God, give me a life of love, 

mortification, and sacrifice.” 


*Phrase in italics added and not originally mentioned in Crestanello’s hagiography. 


Strahsburger, Hugo. 2004. Preadolescente Beata Laura Vicufia, una historia profética y 
sacerdotal que puede re-encantar la educacién Cristiana de las (los) adolescentes 
en el ambito educativo pastoral y familiar: Una reflexién teolégico-pastoral a cien 


afios de su_muerte. [The preadolescent Blessed Laura Vicufia, a prophetic and 
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priestly story that can re-captivate the Christian education of adolescents in the 
pastoral and familial educational sphere: A theological-pastoral reflection at a 
hundred years from her death] San Martin de los Andes, Argentina: Salesianos 


Don Bosco. [Microsoft Word Document] Retrieved on September 28, 2007 from 


http://www. lauravicuna.cl/ 


The accompaniment to the aforementioned “spiritual itinerary” is in the form of a 
theological reflection by a Chilean Salesian priest. Strahsburger explains the fundamental 
theological points present in the itinerary; including Laura’s relationships with her 
neighbors, Jesus Christ, and the Virgin Mary. As well, he suggests that Laura exemplifies 
an “adolescent priesthood” that lives in communion with the priesthood of Jesus Christ. 
He reflects on what he believes is Laura’s “message” to adolescents in a climate of 
globalization and “socio-cultural tensions”: namely, the resistance towards various 
temptations. His reflections include a quote by the Italian Salesian nun and educator 
Maria Dosio, whose works are included further down in the bibliography, comparing 


Laura to Maria Goretti in spirituality and deeds. 


Hagiographical titles obtained via bibliographical reference (arranged by date, not 


annotated because they were obtained through indirect reference): 


Anonymous. 1926. Bocciolo di rosa ossia Laura Vicuiia, elettissima flore della Missione 


Salesiana_Andina. [Rosebud or Laura Vicufia, select flower of the Andean 


Salesian Mission] Turin: SEI. Published a year later collectively by the Institute 
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of Mary Help of Christians in Spanish as: Botén de rosa o Laura Vicufia P. 


selecta flor de la misién salesiana de los Andes. Santiago, Chile: La Ilustracién. 

Perico. 1929. Boton de rosa: Laura Vicufia, 1891-1904. [Rosebud: Laura Vicufia, 1891- 
1904] Santiago, Chile: Arturo Prat. 

Blanco, José M. 1942. Laura, la flor del paraiso. [Laura, the flower of paradise] San José, 
Costa Rica: Imprenta Nacional. 

Puttini, M. M. [Magdalena Moretti]. 1953. Bocciolo di rosa: Laura Vicufia. [Rosebud: 
Laura Vicufia] 2™ rev. ed. Turin: LICE. 

Pedemonte, Luis J. 1954. La Sierva de Dios Laura Vicufia 1891-1904. [The servant of 
God Laura Vicufia 1891-1904] Buenos Aires. 

Entraigas, Raul. 1958. La azucena de los Andes. [The lily of the Andes] Buenos Aires: 
Ediciones Don Bosco. 


Castano, Luigi. 1958. Laura Vicufia. L’eroica figlia di Maria delle Ande Patagoniche. 
{Laura Vicufia. The heroic daughter of Mary of the Patagonian Andes] Turin: SEI 


. 1959. Laura: La ragazza delle Ande Patagoniche. [Laura: The girl of the 
Patagonian Andes] Turin: Editrice Elle Di Ci. 
. 1966. “Serva de Dio Laura Vicufia: Alumna delle Figlie di Maria 
Ausiliatrice, 1891-1904.” [Servant of God Laura Vicufia: Pupil of the Daughters 
of Mary, Help of Christians] In Santita Salesiana, Turin: SEI. 
Don Bosco Films and Filmstrips. 1984. Laura Vicufia: The Chilean Lily. New Rochelle, 
New ork: Don Bosco Publications. 


Lappin, Peter. 1984. The Falcon and the Dove: The Story of Laura Vicufia. New 


Rochelle, New York: Don Bosco Publications. 
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Dosio, Maria. 1986. “Preadolescenza e progetto di vita cristiana, Laura Vicufia (1891- 
1904) e la sua impostazione di vita.” [Preadolescence and the project of Christian 
life, Laura Vicufia (1891-1904) and her set-up for life] Rivista di Scienze 
dell’Educazione. 24:3, 303-328. 

. 1988. “La ‘vicenda religiosa’ di Laura Vicufia (1891-1904) sullo sfondo 
della religiosita preadolescenziale.” [The ‘religious event’ of Laura Vicufia (1 891- 
1904) on the backdrop of preadolescent religiosity] Rivista di Scienze 
dell’Educazione. 26:1, 27-66. 

. 1988. “Fecondita di un metodo educativo: La Beata Laura Vicufia.” 
[Fruitfulness of an educational method: The Blessed Laura Vicuiia] Rivista di 
Scienze dell’ Educazione. 26:3, 337-351. 

. 1988. “La spiritualita mariana di Laura Vicufia (1891-1904).” [The Marian 
spirituality of Laura Vicufia (1891-1904)] Il Prisma. 8, 213-233. 

Brugna, Ciro. 1992. Laura Vicufia: Una santidad juvenil (1891-1904). [Laura Vicufia: A 
youthful sainthood] Santiago, Chile: Salesiana. 

Institute of Mary Help of Christians. 1993. Laura Vicufia: No Greater Love. Boston, 
Massachusetts: Pauline Video. 

Beccalossi, Maria Luisa. 1998. Laura Vicufia: Pureza, sacrificio y amor filial. {Laura 
Vicufia: Purity, sacrifice, and daughterly love] Serie héroes de nuestro tiempo, 21. 
Santiago, Chile: Ediciones Don Bosco. 

Dosio, Maria. 2002. “Cent’anni dopo. ‘L’inestimable fascino’ della santita giovanile in 


Maria Goretti e Laura Vicufia.” [ A hundred years later. The “invaluable appeal” 
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of youthful sanctity in Maria Goretti and Laura Vicufia] Rivista_di Scienze 
dell’Educazione. 40:3, 414-425. 

Dosio, Maria. 2004. “Adolescenza ed Educazione Integrale. Nota biografica su Laura 
Vicufia.” [Adolescence and Integral Education. Biographical note on Laura 
Vicufia] Rivista di Scienze dell’Educazione. 42:1, 26-27. 

. 2004. “Il volto dell’amore nella Beata Laura Vicufia.” [The face of love of 
Blessed Laura Vicufia] Rivista di Scienze dell’ Educazione. 42:1, 28-43. 

. 2004. “Laura Vicufia. Un cammino di santita giovanile salesiana.” [Laura 
Vicufia. A path of youthful Salesian sainthood] Orizzonti. 18, 197. 

. 2004. “Laura Vicufia: L’impegno e il dono di se.” [Laura Vicufia: The 
commitment and gift of oneself] Quaderni di Spiritualita Salesiana. Nuova Serie 


3, 73-86. 


Additional sources (arranged alphabetically): 


Bosco, John. Life of Dominic Savio: Young Pupil at the Oratory of Saint Francis of 
Sales. 6" ed. Turin: Tipografia e Libreria Salesiana, 1880. 


Don Bosco’s original hagiography of Dominic Savio, mostly his own memoirs, 
was written for other boys that were part of his “oratory system”. Along with the 
biographies of Michael Magone and Francis Besucco, the stories of virtuous students in 
Don Bosco’s system served as examples for other children. Similar to Crestanello’s 
memoirs of Laura, Bosco’s hagiography is often used to draw parallels between the life 


of Dominic and the life of Laura. Both saints made similar vows regarding sin and purity. 
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Rayburn, Corey. “Better Dead than R(ap)ed?: The Patriarchal Rhetoric Driving Capital 


Rape Statutes.” St. John’s Law Review 78 (2004): 1119-1165. 


Rayburn, a law clerk of the United States Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit, 
uses a feminist perspective to analyze the recent efforts in certain American state 
governments to revive the death penalty for rape crimes. Rayburn explains that 
historically the crime of rape was considered a “fate worse than death” for the victim and 
warranted a penalty equal to the effect of the crime. This perspective is based on 
patriarchal concerns with “male honor”, lost when a wife or daughter was raped, and 
concerns with women’s “sexual shame” in losing their virginity violently to a man. 
Therefore, a cultural attitude of “better dead than raped” has surrounded the act of rape 
where female victims are stigmatized and marginalized. Rayburn mentions that the myth 
of Saint Maria Goretti where a young woman prefers death over being raped aids in 
spreading this cultural attitude, at least within Catholic communities. The same attitude 
surrounds the story of Laura Vicuifia, except in her case it involves submitting herself to 


violent retaliation for rejecting sexual advances from her guardian 


Salesman, Eliécer. Domingo Savio: Un _simpatico santo. [Dominic Savio: A likeable 
saint] 13" ed. Bogotd, Colombia: 2001. 
. Santa Maria Goretti: Martir de la castidad. [Saint Maria Goretti: 


Martyr of chastity] Bogot4, Colombia: Apostolado Biblico Catélico, n.d. 
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The same Salesian father who has written the most recent Spanish hagiography on 
Laura for Latin America has also written recent hagiographies on saints Dominic Savio 
and Maria Goretti. These hagiographies were helpful in obtaining background 


information on both saints. 


Young, Kathleen Z. “The Imperishable Virginity of Saint Maria Goretti.” Gender & 


Society 3 (1989): 474-482. 


Young examines the legend of the virgin martyr Maria Goretti from a feminist 
perspective, particularly focusing on the effects that the legend has on Catholic women. 
She suggests that the Catholic Church’s insistence on women’s responsibility for their 
own rape by men institutionalizes violence by defining women as sexualized beings and 
potential rape victims. Her analysis includes defining the demanding and almost 
impossible expectations that both patriarchy and the Catholic Church place over women’s 
bodies and sexuality which constrain women to roles of virgins and mothers. These 
expectations are reinforced by the Maria Goretti legend. Similar expectation can be found 


in the legend of Laura Vicufia. 
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Internet Sources 


Key 
Salesians of Don Bosco — SDB 


Daughters of Mary Help of Christians - FMA 


Salesian Argentina Websites (Spanish): 
Main — Work of/Obra de Don Bosco 


http://www.obradedonbosco.org.ar/ 


Province Saint Francis of Sales (San Francisco de Sales) ABA — Buenos Aires 


SDB - http://www.donbosco.org.ar/ 


FMA -— http://www.fmaaba.com.ar/ 


Province Saint Francis Xavier (San Francisco Javier) ABB — Bahia Blanca 


SDB — http://www.dbp.org.ar/ 


FMA -— http://www.antenasurvirtual.com.ar/ 
Province Our Lady of the Rosary (Nuestra Sefiora del Rosario) ARO — Cérdoba 


SDB — http://www. salesianoslitoral.org.ar/ 
FMA -— http://www.hmaaro.org.ar/ (Under Construction) 


Salesian Canada Website (French and English): 


Province de Saint-Joseph (SDB) et Province de Notre-Dame-du-Cap (FMA) 


http://www.donboscocanada.org/ 


Salesian Chile Websites (Spanish): 


Province Saint Gabriel Archangel (San Gabriel Arcangel) — Santiago 


SDB — http://www.salesianos-chile.cl/ 
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FMA -— http://Awww.fmachile.org 


Salesian Italy Websites (Central — Various Languages): 
SDB -— http://www.sdb.org/ 


FMA -— http://www.cgfma.org/ 


Salesian United States Websites: 


Eastern Province (Saint Philip the Apostle) - New Rochelle, NY 
SDB — http://www.salesians.org/ 
FMA -— http://www.salesiansisterseast.org/ 


Youth Ministry — http://www.salesianym.com/ 


Youth Centers — Eastern Province 

Salesian Boys & Girls Club (Boston, MA) — http://www.salesianclub.com/ 
Salesian Boys & Girls Club (Columbus, OH) — http://www.sbgcc.org/ 

Mary Help of Christians Day Camp (Tampa, FL) — http://www.mhctampa.org/ 
Western Province (Saints Peter & Paul) — San Francisco, CA 

SDB — http://www.donboscowest.org/ 


FMA -— http://www.salesiansisterswest.org/ 


Youth Centers — Western Province 


Salesian Boys & Girls Club (San Francisco, CA) — http://www.salesianclub.org/ 
Saint Dominic Savio Youth Ministry (Bellflower, CA) 


http:/Awww.saintdominicsavio.org/youth/index.html 


Salesian Publishers Websites: 


Don Bosco Publications — United Kingdom 
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http://www.don-bosco-publications.co.uk/ 


Salesian Missions — New Rochelle, New York, U.S.A 
http://www.salesianmissions.org/ 
Editrice Elledici — Rivoli, Italy (Italian } 


http://www.elledici.org/ 


Websites Specific to Laura Vicuiia: 

Salesian Spirituality Center Laura Vicufia — Junin de los Andes, Argentina (Spanish) 
http://www.ceslaura.com.ar/ 

Laura Vicufia Website developed by the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians — 
Santiago, Chile (Spanish) 


http://www. lauravicuna.cl/ 
Blessed Laura Vicufia: A Girl “Confessor of the Faith” — France (French and Spanish) 


http:/Aauravicuna. free. fr/ 


Websites of Sanctuaries and Pilgrimage Sites: 

Via Christi and Sanctuary Our Lady of Snows and Laura Vicufia — Junin de los Andes, 
Argentina (Spanish) 

http://www. viachristi.com.ar/ 


Laura Vicufia Natural Sanctuary — Renca, Chile (Spanish) 


http://www.cormuren.cl/renca/santuariodelauritavicuna.htm 


Other Salesian Websites: 
Salesianity Workshop in Sampran, Thailand (Hagiographies of Dominic Savio, Francis 


Besucco, and Michael Magone in English) http://www.bosconet.aust.com/salsemtha.htm 
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Appendix: On Ceferino Namuncura 
Research Findings & Issues 

For research on Ceferino I followed a similar pattern to that of Laura Vicufia. I 
began to look at websites dedicated to Ceferino in some shape or form. I was able to 
locate primarily three websites, all Salesian, that contained some information on 
Ceferino: the central website of the Salesians of Don Bosco in_ Italy 
(http://www.sdb.org/),  Ceferino’s _ beatification website from Argentina 
(http://ceferino.dpb.org.ar/), and the central Salesian website also in Argentina that 
contains some information on Ceferino (www.obradedonbosco.org.ar/), From these 
websites I was able to obtain iconographic images; photographs of himself, family 
members, and Salesian mentors; excerpts of his most recent hagiography; letters that he 
wrote from his voyage to Rome; as well as details on the celebrations for his 
beatification. More information became available as the date of his beatification 
approached and passed. As well, relieves depicting events of his life were sculpted for the 
Via Christi sanctuary in Junin de los Andes along with those of Laura Vicufia. 

Later I did a world catalog search for available hagiographies. Most of Ceferino’s 
hagiographies are available outside of Canada, although there one or two available from 
the Canadian library system. The only hagiography that I was able to obtain physically is 
Maria Ettchememdy’s The Valleys of the Aluminé (River), published in 1964, from 
McGill University libraries. I tried to go beyond the excerpts available at Ceferino’s 
beatification website and obtain a more complete contemporary hagiography by 
contacting the creators of the website, but my emails went unanswered. Instead I decided 


to look at online Argentinean newspapers that contained articles referring to Ceferino’s 
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beatification starting from Pope Benedict XVI’s declaration in July 2007 to the events 
surrounding the beatification in November 2007. I found a large number of articles 
critical of the beatification from journalists; indigenous rights activists; and even social 
anthropologists, historians, and theologians. As well, I found at least one article in 
support of the beatification and denouncing these critiques. 

Although the focus of this research is on the “sexual pedagogy” that Catholic 
orders, in this case the Salesians, create through the images of adolescent sainthood; what 
really stands out in Ceferino’s case is what his image represents for the politics of 
indigenous Latin Americans’ rights in relation to the historical involvement of the 
Catholic Church in the conquest and conversion of indigenous groups in this region. 
Specifically, Ceferino’s image reopens the wounds of Salesian complicity and support for 
the violent conquest of native Mapuche peoples and lands during the formation of the 
Argentine Republic in the mid to late 19" century. Any sexual concerns about his image 
become secondary and are rarely focused on. 

I did try to make connections between his image and that of traditional Mapuche 
shamans known as machi; since anthropological studies have shown that some of these 
shamans, who perform ceremonial dances in honor of the Mapuche deity, switch gender 
identities to transcend spiritual boundaries, especially male machi. Machi of both sexes 
exist and have existed historically prior to Spanish conquest,; yet male machis are 
particular intriguing because they have been known to diversify their gender roles. A 
large percentage of machi men have worn women’s clothing and even have behaved as 
feminine. Spanish conquistadors and settlers identified these men as “deviants” and even 


“sodomites”. Today the influence of Spanish strict gender categories, as well as Roman 
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Catholic values on sexuality, have made many Mapuche men reject the cross- 
dressing/effeminate machi role. This does not mean, however, that there are no 
contemporary Mapuche men who take on this role. Some do and may even reject Roman 
Catholic attitudes towards it. 

Yet “co-gender” dress and behavior are not the only traditional form in which 
machi transcended spiritual boundaries. Some machi lived ascetic, sometimes monastic, 
lives that involved vows of celibacy. The celibate role that these machi took was also 
seen as transcending spiritual boundaries. Spanish conquistadors and settlers saw them as 
equivalent to Roman Catholic priests and monks, seeing nothing wrong with them. 
Because today many Mapuche have syncretized traditional pre-Christian beliefs with 
Roman Catholicism, they have created contemporary machi roles based on this tradition 
of celibacy. Since the other job of the machi is that of traditional healer, some male machi 
have blended the image of the well dressed modern doctor with native elements. This 
image is very similar to that of Ceferino Namuncura as shown in some of the 
iconography further-on in this appendix: a young man wearing a poncho over a suit and 
tie ensemble, carrying a bible, and occasionally wearing a hat. Mapuche machi men who 
dress like this often compare themselves, sometimes as equivalent, to Roman Catholic 
priests and may even practice celibacy for this same reason. (For more information see 
Ana Mariella Bacigalupo’s works at the end of the bibliography.) 

The fact that many male machi are the sons of Mapuche chiefs resonates with the 
life of Ceferino, the son of a Mapuche chief who wanted to become a Roman Catholic 
priest to help his people. However, further research showed that the Salesians heavily 


dictated every aspect of Ceferino’s life due to their insistence on “civilizing” and 
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“converting” Mapuche natives. Modern historians have questioned how much the young 
boy, or his father for that matter, had a say in his decisions. As well, there is no indication 
that Ceferino, raised in reserved lands for Mapuches, was aware of the gender- 
transcending practices of the machi. He may have already been “catholicized” enough to 
not really understand their roles. 

As I already mentioned, sexual pedagogy is secondary in the narratives regarding 
Ceferino as opposed to those regarding Laura Vicufia, where it comes to the forefront. 
However, there are narratives in Ceferino’s life that indicate that the Roman Catholic 
Church had misgivings about “barbaric native sexual practices”. One of these was 
polygamy, which hits close to home for Ceferino because is father, chief Manuel 
Namuncura, practiced it. His mother was one of the chief’s later wives. When the chief 
was required to be baptized and marry under the Church, he was forced to choose only 
one wife, his first, while his mother had to marry a native man from outside Namuncura’s 
community. Ceferino was forced to separate from his mother, to be officially illegitimate, 
and to deny his mother’s existence in order to aspire for the priesthood. However, this 
was the only “sexual” narrative that is really present in Ceferino’s hagiographies. 
Ceferino Namuncura’s Life & Canonization 

Ceferino (Zephyrinus or Zepherin) Namuncurd Burgos was born on August 26, 
1886 in the Mapuche (literally “earth people”) Indian community of the Argentinean 
town of Chimpay in the province of Rio Negro (Black River). His father was the 
Mapuche Indian chief Manuel Namuncura who had been defeated by General Julio 
Argentino Roca, then War Minister of the Argentinean government at Buenos Aires, 


during the infamous “Conquest of the Desert”. This campaign was enacted by the 
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government of Buenos Aires between 1875-79 to remove Mapuche natives from their 
lands for the expansion of immigrant settlements and to secure proper borders with Chile. 
The name Namuncura in the Mapuche language (mapudungun — literally “earth speech’’) 
means “Stone-foot”; and the designation cura or “stone” comes from Manuel’s father the 
Mapuche chief Juan Calfucura (“Bluestone”). This Mapuche lonko (chief) came from the 
Auracania region of Chile and led successful raids on Argentinean Creole towns in 1872 
with supposed backing from the Chilean government. 

The “Conquest of the Desert” campaign led by Roca was in response to these 
raids. He planned a five-pronged invasion of Mapuche lands decimating the Mapuche 
population from an estimated 12,000 to 2,000. Accompanying his forces were Salesian 
missionaries who oversaw the conversion of the survivors to Roman Catholicism. As 
well, these survivors were taken from their homes, separated by gender to prevent 
procreation, and sent to more prosperous cities like Buenos Aires or Bahia Blanca as 
either servants or workers. Some were made slaves to work in the sugar plantations of 
the city of Tucuman. After Calfucura’s death in 1873, Manuel had become /onko and had 
tried to resist Roca’s forces as much as possible, even after the desert campaign had been 
officially over. But Roca’s forces managed to capture Chief Namuncura and he had no 
choice but to surrender in 1884. This surrender involved a pact between him and Roca in 
which he would receive the faux military title of Colonel of the Nation. It would also 
require the he and his children be baptized and converted into the Roman Catholic 
Church. Manuel and his family were forced to move to the Mapuche settlement at 


Chimpay, Ceferino’s birthplace. 
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Although Manuel had originally named his son “Morales”, Ceferino came to be 
baptized by a Salesian Father named Domingo Milanesio on December 24" 1888 in the 
parish church of the Patagones region and was given the name “Ceferino” after Pope 
Saint Zephyrinus who died that same month in AD 217. Ceferino’s Salesian 
hagiographers have always insisted that Ceferino wished to obtain a “white-man’s 
education” to “be useful to his people”, since at the time the Mapuche settlement in 
Chimpay was constantly in poverty because the government placed limitations on the 
amount of land that could be used for farming or livestock. Other sources, however, state 
that it was actually Manuel Namuncura’s wish for his son to get a European-style 
education. At first, Manuel took Ceferino to Buenos Aires to enroll him at a vocational 
school as an apprentice carpenter. However, Ceferino found it difficult to adapt to the 
school and asked his father to place him somewhere else. Manuel enrolled him in a 
Salesian boys school named after Pope Pius [X in the town of Almagro where he adapted 
better to school life. This occurred on September 20" 1897. 

Ceferino was a good student at the Salesian school. He learned Spanish quickly 
and also participated in the school choir. He won many awards and recognitions in most 
of the subjects he studied, but still he faced much discrimination from his peers for being 
a darker-skinned Indian boy. Some children would taunt him; others would ask him 
ignorant questions like: “Was he a cannibal and did he eat people?” Despite this he 
stayed in school. Salesian narratives state that though he was accepted into the “white- 
man’s culture”, she stayed true to his Mapuche roots. How much this is true is up for 
debate and reflects a more accepting contemporary attitude in part from the Catholic 


Church towards native peoples in Latin America as opposed to the attitudes common in 
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Ceferino’s time. What is known is that he accepted the Roman Catholic faith and, in fact, 
expressed desire to do missionary work among his own people. He had his First 
Communion at twelve years of age in 1898. Some years later he would express interest in 
becoming a Salesian priest, taking as model the missionary work done by Monsignor 
John Cagliero, the Apostolic Vicar for Northern Patagonia. On March 25" 1901 Cagliero 
would officially give Ceferino’s father his First Communion and Confirmation. One year 
later he would confirm Blessed Laura Vicufia in Junin de los Andes. 

As well, Manuel Namuncura was required to marry under the Church. Mapuche 
society practiced polygamy for the higher-ranking males in society, particularly chiefs, 
and Namuncuré had many wives, traditionally a limit of six or so. Ceferino’s mother was 
a Chilean woman named Rosario Burgos and was one of Namuncura’s younger wives. 
She was believed to be a Creole woman who had been captured and taken ransom by 
Namuncura in a Mapuche raid of her town. Modern biographers believe that she may 
have actually been of Mapuche ancestry and that this may have been a false accusation 
based on prejudices towards Mapuche natives characterizing them as “violent” by white 
creoles. However, when Namuncura was required to marry under the Church he could 
only take one wife and he chose his first and eldest. Burgos had no choice but to marry 
someone else in another tribe, which not only made Ceferino technically illegitimate but 
also separated him physically from her. This would trouble Ceferino since illegitimacy 
did not fair well for him as a devout Catholic or for his aspirations of becoming a priest. 

At some point in 1901 Ceferino contracted tuberculosis (probably contracted from 
soldiers and missionaries) and began to show signs of ill health. The folllowing year his 


symptoms would increase often interfering with his studies, but he persevered. By the 
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beginning of 1903 Ceferino had graduated from primary school and was interested in 
pursuing vocational studies in secondary school. Monsignor Cagliero, by now his mentor, 
suggested to his father that he enroll at the Saint Francis de Sales School at Viedma. 
However, Ceferino’s ill health interferes with much of his preparation and execution of 
altar and processional duties, particularly during patron saint festivities. In the summer of 
1904 Monsignor Cagliero decides to take Ceferino on a trip to Italy, where Cagliero will 
be declared bishop of a local township. 

After arriving in Italy in August, Ceferino visits Turin, the headquarters of the 
Salesians, and continues his studies there. He obtains an audience with Pope Pius X in 
September, who humbly listens to him give a speech in Italian. He is transferred to Rome 
after this and continues his studies. Unfortunately, by 1905 Ceferino’s symptoms of 
illness worsen and he is interred at a hospital in Rome in March of that year. On May 1 j" 
Ceferino dies of tuberculosis in Rome. His funeral is observed at the Basilica of the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus, and he is buried at a cemetery in Rome. 

In 1924 an Argentinean Salesian named Adolfo Tornquist, the son of a Belgian 
engineer whose transportation business was implicated in aiding the dispossession and 
enslavement of natives during the conquest of their lands in the mid-19" century, 
“discovered” Ceferino’s remains in Rome and brought them back to Argentina. In 1947, 
the same year that hearings in Viedma were held for Ceferino’s Cause for Canonization, 
Manuel Galvez wrote and published his hagiography on Ceferino. His process for 
canonization, however, would take a long time to follow through not being declared 


Venerable until 1972 by Pope Paul VI and declared Blessed by Benedict XVI in 2007. 
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Ceferino’s beatification was celebrated in his hometown of Chimpay in November 2007, 


presided the Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone (Salesian). 


Ceferino Namuncura’a Timeline 


(Based Fr. Vicente Martinez’s Chronology) 


1886 


1887 


1888 


1897 


1898 


1899 


1900 


August 26": Ceferino is born in the Mapuche tents of Chimpay, Argentina to 
Mapuche chief Manuel Namuncura and Rosario Burgos. 


Ceferino miraculously spares his life after falling into the waters of the Rio Negro 
(Black River). 


December 24": Ceferino is baptized by Father Domingo Milanesio in the parish 
of Patagones. 


August 25": Father travels with him to Buenos Aires to enroll him in the National 
Workshops at Marina as an apprentice carpenter. 


September 20": Becomes pupil of the Pius IX School in Almagra. 
December 27": Spends his vacations in the Agricultural School in Uribelarrea. 


February 28". Returns to Pius IX School. 


‘ September 8": Is given his First Communion. 


Decemeber 29": Returns to Uribelarre for vacations. 
February 15": Passes first grade exams and enters second grade. 
November 5": Is Confirmed by Monsignor Gregorio Romero. 


December 20": Graduates from second grade. Receives first honors in conduct 
and application, first honors in class, and a diploma in choir chant. 


January 2": Spends his vacations at Uribelarrea. 

February 1%: Enters third grade. 

December: Graduates. Receives first honors in conduct and application, third 
honors in class, an award for Religious History, and secondary honors in choir 


chant. 


December: Spends his vacations again at Uribelarrea. 
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1901 


1902 


1903 


1904 


January/February: Enters fourth grade. 


November 4": Monsignor Giovanni Cagliero gives Ceferino the epithet ‘“The 
Angel of Patagonia” based on a speech he gave in class. 


December: Graduates. Receives first honors in choir chant, first honors in conduct 


and application, and second honors in class. 
September 8": Ceferino achieves good enough grades to advance from 4" grade 


to 6" grade. 


October: After increasing symptoms of ill health (tuberculosis), he takes a break 
from school at Uribelarrea. 


November 17": Ceferino communicates his wishes to follow a priestly vocation to 
school superiors, he is not given a definitive answer because of his health. 


January: Manuel Namuncurdé takes Ceferino to his “tents” as spokesperson and 
secretary. He asks Monsignor Cagliero to permit his vocational studies. Cagliero 
decides to send Ceferino to Viedma. 


January 15": Ceferino enters the Saint Francis de Sales School at Viedma to begin 
secondary education. 


September 24": Ceferino is prepared as replacement sacristan for the patron saint 
festivities of Viedma. Preparations and liturgical rituals exhaust him causing him 
to vomit up blood. 

July 6": Ceferino begins his journey with Monsignor Cagliero to Italy. 

July 11": They arrive at Bahia Blanca by river and take the train to Buenos Aires. 
July 19": They leave by steamboat to Italy. 


August 10": They arrive in Genoa and later travel to Turin, arriving on the 13". 
Ceferino begins his studies at Valdocco. He stays there four months. 


September 27": Ceferino has an audience with Pope Pius X. 
November 21": Ceferino trsnsfers to Villa Sora (Frascati) to continue his studies. 


December 8": Ceferino participates in the Festival of the Immaculate in Saint 
Peter’s Basilica. 
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1905 


1915 


1924 


1947 


1958 


1972 


1992 


2007 


March 28": He is interned in the “Fatebenefratelli” Hospital due to increased 
symptoms of tuberculosis and is taken care of by Dr. Joseph Laponi, personal 
doctor to Pope Pius X. 


May 4": Ceferino communicates to Dr. Laponi that he feels that he will die within 
eight days. 


May 11": Ceferino dies. 


May 12"": Funeral at the Basilica of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and burial at the 
“Campo Verano” cemetery in Rome. 


May 6": Ceferino’s remains are exhumed, reduced, placed in an urn made of zinc, 
and relocated to a niche in the same cemetery. 


May 13": His remains are brought back to Argentina and taken to the Salesian 
chapel at Fort Mercedes. 


May 14": Hearings for canonization process begin at Viedma and end on July 
10”. 


First hagiography on Ceferino written and published by Manuel Galvez titled The 
Little Saint of the Indian Tents: The Perfect Life of Ceferino Namuncura. 


April 7". Canonical recognition of Ceferino’s remains, presided by Bishop José 
Borgatti of Viedma. 


June 22": Ceferino is declared Venerable by Pope Paul VI. 


August 5": Ceferino’s remains are transferred from the chapel at Mercedes to the 
old baptistery of the Sanctuary Mary Helper of Christians. 


July 6": Pope Benedict XVI approves the report from the Congregation on the 
Causes of Saints accepting Ceferino’s miraculous intercession in the life of a 
woman with uterine cancer from Cordoba in Argentina paving the way for his 
Beatification. 


November 11": Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone (Salesians 
of Don Bosco) declares Ceferino (Zepherin) blessed at the celebration in his 
hometown of Chimpay, Argentina. 
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excerpts are available at  Ceferino’s _ Beatification | website: 


http://ceferino.dpb.org.ar/ceferino 


Newspaper Articles — 


“Benedicto XVI: Fracaso del entendimiento.” [Benedict XVI: Failure of understanding] 


Mapuexpress_— Informativo Mapuche 14 May 2007. 23 July 2007 


http://www.mapuexpress.net/ 


“Ceferino, el beato: De la tolderia a la muerte en el Vaticano.” [Ceferino, the blessed: 
From the Indian tents to his death in the Vatican] Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, 
Argentina] 10 Nov. 2007. 8 July 2008 http://www.paginal2.com.ar/ 

Dri, Ruben. “Namuncura llega a los altares de la Iglesia de Ratzinger.” [Namuncura 
reaches the altars of Ratzinger’s Church] Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, Argentina] 10 


Nov. 2007. 8 July 2008 http://www.paginal2.com.ar/ 


“El papa ‘aleman’ niega que el catolicismo haya sido impuestos a pueblos de América.” 
[The “German” Pope denies that Catholicism was imposed upon the peoples of 
America] Mapuexpress — Informativo Mapuche 14 May 2007. 23 July 2007 
http://www.mapuexpress.net/ 

Langdeau Cussen, Celia. “Ceferino Namuncura, un santo mapuche: El alma del indio.” 
[Ceferino Namuncurd, a Mapuche saint: The soul of the Indian] El Mercurio 
[Santiago, Chile] 26 Aug. 2001. Retrieved 28 Sept. 2007 from the Mapuche 


Documentation Center. http://www.mapuche.info/news02/merc010826.html 


Nahuel, Jorge. “Ceferino, un santo regalo.” [Ceferino, a saintly gift] Azkintuwe #26 16 


July 2007. 30 Sept. 2007 http://www.azkintuwe.org/ 
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Nahuel, Jorge. “Es una estrategia institucional de la Iglesia.” [It is an institutional strategy 
of the Church] Azkintuwe #29 13 Nov. 2007. 8 July 2008 
http://www.azkintuwe.org/ 

Olmedo Alba Posse, Juan E. “Intensa alegria y preocupacién.” [Intense happiness and 
concern] La Nueva Provincia [Bahia Blanca, Argentina] 11 Nov. 2007. 23 July 
2008 http://www.lanueva.com/edicion_impresa/nota/11/11/2007/7bb008.htm] 

Organizaci6n Wajkopeweh. “Pueblo mapuche de Neuken frente a la beatificacion de un 
mapuche.” [The Mapuche people of Neuken before the beatification of a 
Mapuche] Mapuexpress — Informativo Mapuche [Neuquén, Argentina] 18 July 


2007. 30 Sept. 2007 http://www.mapuexpress.net/ 


“Posiciones encontradas por la beatificacién de Ceferino Namuncura.” [Opposing 
positions on the beatification of Ceferino Namuncurd] Agencia Latinoamericana 
y_Caribefia de Comunicacién [Buenos Aires, Argentina] 23 July 2007. 1 Oct. 
2007 http://www.alcnoticias.org) 

“Ratzinger tuvo que retractarse por sus palabras: Reconoce ahora que la colonizacién y la 
evangelizacién si provocaron injusticias a los pueblos indigenas.” [Ratzinger had 
to retract himself from his words: He now recognizes that colonization and 
evangelization did provoke injustices towards indigenous nations} Mapuexpress — 


Informativo Mapuche 23 May 2007. 23 July 2007 http://www.mapuexpress.net/ 


“Reacciones de religiosos y de organizaciones de Pueblos Indigenas del continente ante 
declaraciones del Papa Benedicto XVI.” [Reactions from religious leaders and 


Indigenous Nations organizations of the continent in view of declarations by Pope 
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Benedict XVI] Mapuexpress — Informativo Mapuche 17 May 2007. 23 July 2007 
http://www.mapuexpress.net) 

Uranga, Washington. “Namuncurd, el santo popular que Benedicto XVI convirtié en 
beato.” [Namuncura, the popular saint that Benedict XVI made blessed] 
Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, Argentina} 7 July 2007. 28 Sept. 2007 


http://www.paginal2.com.ar 
Uranga, Washington. “;Por qué Ceferino?” [Why Ceferino?] Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, 


Argentina] 12 Nov. 2007. 8 July 2008 http://www.paginal2.com.ar/ 

Uranga, Washington. “Bertone, la Iglesia y las culturas preexistentes.” [Bertone, the 
Church, and preexisting cultures] Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, Argentina] 11 Nov. 
2007. 8 July 2008 http://www.paginal2.com.ar/ 

Verbitsky, Horacio. “Un santo argentino.” [An Argentine saint] Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, 
Argentina] 8 July 2007. 28 Sept. 2007 http://www.paginal2.com.ar/ 

Verbitsky, Horacio. “Santa sumisién: La Iglesia Catélica, pasado y presente.” [Saintly 
submission: The Catholic Church, past and present] Pagina/12 [Buenos Aires, 
Argentina] 11 Nov. 2007. 8 July 2008 http://www.paginal2.com.ar/ 

Other — 

Bacigalupo, Ana Mariella. “The Struggle for Mapuche Shamans’ Masculinity: Colonial 
Politics of Gender, Sexuality, and Power in Southern Chile.” Ethnohistory 51 
(2004): 489-533. 

Bacigalupo, Ana Mariella. Shamans of the Foye Tree: Gender, Power, and Healing 
among Chilean Mapuche. Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2007. 


Websites with Information on Ceferino — 
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Central Salesian Website — Italy (Various Languages) 


http://www.sdb.org/ 

Beatification Website — Chimpay, Argentina (Spanish) 
http://ceferino.dpb.org.ar/ 

Work of Don Bosco — Argentina (Spanish) 


http://www.obradedonbosco.org.ar/ 
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Concluding Remarks 

Laura Vicufia and Ceferino Namuncura represent the Salesian missionary goals of 
“evangelization” among the youth in Argentina that began in 1875 and extend up to 
present day. The immediate goals during Laura and Ceferino’s lifetimes, however, were 
twofold: a) the evangelization of children whose parents were settlers of the Argentinean 
frontier and in danger of losing the civility and stability of urban social mores; and b) the 
evangelization of indigenous children whose parents had been dispossessed by the 
frontier expansion supported by Salesian missionaries themselves to convert and civilize 
the country. Each saint is representative of each “campaign”, respectively. Both 
campaigns were an extension of the work begun by John Bosco, which Dominic Savio 
represents, beyond Italian shores. Don Bosco’s work was specific to young boys, and 
later young girls with the founding of the Salesian Sisters, whose lives and parents’ lives 
had been affected by the Italian Industrial Revolution regardless if they came from urban 
or rural settings. The Salesian missionary work in Argentina was a departure since it 
involved a frontier society and required different rules of engagement. 

In the case of teaching Catholic sexual orthodoxy in Argentina, the situation was 
not perceived as a humble agricultural society being corrupted by the evils of 
industrialization, as in the case of Italy. On the contrary, Argentina’s situation was 
perceived as the rural frontier corrupting the urban; as the barbarism of native peoples 
corrupting the civility of Creole society. The purpose of Salesian schools in frontier 
settings like the Mary Help of Christians School that Laura attended was to reacquaint 


children with the Catholic sexual mores their parents may have abandoned. Whether out 
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of economic necessity or simple rebellion, most men and women in the Argentine frontier 
cohabited without undergoing the sacrament of marriage. 

Mercedes Pino’s relationship with Manuel Mora was perceived as such. Laura’s 
rejection of this relationship after she was taught that it was a sin to live out of wedlock 
implied success for Salesian missionaries in their goal to reinstate traditional Catholic 
sexual mores among the Argentine population. As well, it was perceived that a frontier 
life made men outlaws and barbarians, perpetrators of all sexual sin. Manuel Mora’s 
inclinations to rape his own ward and to commit technical incest were signs of this 
barbarity. Laura’s rejection of his advances also implied success for Salesian missionaries 
in their efforts to drive away frontier men from uncivilized behavior. Notice that this is 
similar to the role of Maria Goretti with regards to her attacker Alessandro Serenelli, who 
was perceived to have been corrupted by the evils of pornography and changed by his 
experience with Maria. 

As for Ceferino, his success for Salesian missionaries came from his rejection of 
“barbaric” and “uncivilized” Mapuche culture and his embrace of Roman Catholicism 
and European culture. Part of the goal of Salesian missionaries in converting the native 
peoples of Argentina to Roman Catholicism was to instill Christian sexual mores on a 
people who were seen, in part, as sexually deviant. Mapuche sexual practices like 
polygamy and gender-variant shamanism were and are still incompatible with Catholic 
sexual teaching, and for this reason it was imperative to reeducate the children of 
Mapuche chiefs to enact influential change on native populations. Ceferino’s own 
rejection of his father’s polygamy and his concerns for his own illegitimacy after his 


mother remarried represented success for Salesian missionaries in this regard. It also 
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represents a larger picture: the success of colonial imposition of previously unheard of 
sexual morals on conquered populations. 

Today both saints serve additional purposes. Laura’s story is used as a way to 
reinforce traditional Catholic teaching on sex outside of marriage, as well as on female 
virginity and chastity, in an age where young girls are more inclined to have sex prior to 
marriage. The narrative of her mother’s cohabitation with Mora is used to reinforce 
Catholic teaching on the traditional family structure and that deviation from this structure 
(i.e. single parenting, same-sex parenting, etc.) brings destruction for the child. 
Ceferino’s story, on the other hand, is used to keep native populations in Latin America 
from the recent trends of reacquainting themselves and others with their traditional 
spiritualities; which reject Catholic sexual teachings including the Catholic emphasis on 
celibacy/chastity. His image has become not only a means to justify the colonial 
subjugation of indigenous groups, but also a means to insist that the sexual mores and 
philosophies of native populations were barbaric and needed to be changed for the better. 

In essence both are an extension of the model exemplified by Dominic Savio, a 
young boy who resisted sexual temptation and rejected sinful sexual practices. Laura is 
the extension for young girls, while Ceferino is the extension for Latin American native 
groups. Both are seen as exceptional in the eyes of Salesians because they rejected the 
sinful sexual practices of their parents, seemingly knowing the path towards Godly virtue 
without the need for parental guidelines (even though these guidelines came the from 
Salesians themselves). Laura and Ceferino’s stories, therefore, are effective tools in the 
Salesian pedagogical program since they represent the “miraculous” success of their 


religious philosophy on youth and sexuality. 
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